
[Hands down,] Mrima ordered.


That wasn’t easy.  I put my hands down and stuffed them into my jacket pockets deliberately, then went back to my task of causing three metal ball that weighed nearly fifty kilograms each in a pattern where one remained stationary in the air, but spinning, and the other two balls orbited the central ball at set distances, each also spinning on an imaginary axis.  That required me to invest six different telekinetic forces into the balls, and it was a seriously hard exercise.  I used moving my hands to help me focus my power, and for the last week, she’d been trying to break me of the habit that I’d developed.  She was sitting on the back of a park bench in the park beside her apartment building, the place we’d been practicing since I became her student in telekinesis.


Why she trained me outside was obvious…so I didn’t accidentally destroy the furniture in her apartment.


It was raining at the moment, a cold rain on a chilly December afternoon in Norfolk, but that was of no moment to a TK like Mrima.  The rain overhead was hitting an invisible shield she’d created out of pure telekinetic force, and she’d had it up and over us for over two hours, keeping us perfectly dry as the park around us got thoroughly soaked, a thin mist forming over the ground as the air got colder and colder.  That was an application of TK I’d never seen anywhere but in viddies, and it showed just how skilled and how powerful Mrima really was.


We weren’t alone.  Sitting on the other end of the park bench, hunkered down in her heavy coat because she didn’t like the cold, Rita was resting after her own exercise, where she had to manipulate six metal rings that each weighed twenty kilograms, holding them at a determined altitude and spinning them on an axis.  That was something I’d already mastered, and once I mastered the orbiting sphere exercise, it would be Rita’s turn.  She was very nearly caught up to me in Mrima’s training, and once she did, we’d be doing these exercises together.


It had been nearly three weeks since Mrima started teaching us, and I could say that I’d progressed quite briskly in her instruction.  I could now use my power every time I wanted, and I’d gained enough mastery of the basic application of TK, moving stuff, to be allowed to use it without Mrima there to keep me from breaking anything.  For the last week, she’d been teaching me how to use it different ways on multiple objects at a time, and she did not allow me to split to do it.  She told me I had to be able to do this without splitting, the way the Pai had done it for thousands of years, and I was bound and determined to do it the Pai way.  But holy crap, was it hard.  I had to concentrate on controlling three axes of movement for three different objects simultaneously without using splits.

What wasn’t hard was holding 150 kilograms of metal aloft for extended periods of time, which weighed a whole lot more than I did.  I still hadn’t fully absorbed the fact that my and Rita’s TK was so powerful.  I was slightly stronger than Rita, and so far, I’d managed to lift 400 kilograms of weight.  And Mrima said that I hadn’t come anywhere near reaching my maximum potential yet, that I’d be able to lift much more as I gained more mastery over TK.  She estimated that I might be able to pick up about a metric ton once I was fully trained.  That was more than the weight of my hovercar.


That was just nuts.


 Mrima and her cubs had expressed about two weeks ago, and Rahne had been teaching them the basics since.  And like me, Mrima had expressed as an exceptionally powerful telepath.  In fact, most new Pai Generations were expressing much stronger than average, and that too was being studied by the Medical Service and the Academy.  They felt that the Pai being telekinetic as a species had something to do with it, that even the non-telepathic Pai were already strongly inclined towards telepathy and that influenced how the virus affected them when it made them Generations, and they were trying to find out why.

Mrima had picked up telepathy very quickly, to the point where her communion was clear and strong.  [Reverse the orbit of the inner ball,] she ordered, meaning she wanted them to orbit the central ball in opposite directions.  I had to work myself up to that, slowing the inner ball to a stop, then sending it in the other direction, which was not easy.  Moving something in a straight line was cake, but moving something in a circle was tough, like majorly tough.  And having it orbit another object at a set distance was even harder.  There was a trick to it based on applying my TK to the ball in a way that it was affected by the power holding up the central ball, simulating the effect of gravity on the balls I was holding using my TK to create a stable orbit.


When I started this, I had absolutely no idea that to be a good TK, you had to have a very firm grasp on physics…as in, I was studying practical physics to understand how the application of force would affect the object I was moving, in both ways that directly involved my TK and also ways that it did not.  I had to take any movement the object already had into account when I tried to affect it, as well as take gravity into account, because the pull of gravity altered the way my TK affected the object.  And I had to know what that effect was, because I had to be able to manipulate objects in a zero-G environment to pass Mrima’s scrutiny.  It became clear to me that the advanced application of TK was as much a science as physics was, and those that practiced it, like the Pai Masters, studied for years to be able to do what they do.  People like Mrima had studied for years and years and years to be able to use advanced TK tricks, and the fact that they were strong had absolutely nothing to do with it.  Strength was not skill, and to do the things I’ve seen Mrima do in the last three weeks, that takes skill.

And the more I’ve seen of what Mrima can do, the more I want to learn about it.  I was going to learn everything about TK that I could, and if the Masters would teach me more than Mrima knew, I was going to teach Mrima everything that I learned from them.  I knew she could do anything I could, and I knew the Masters were wrong about her. Nobody as wonderful as Mrima could possibly not be good enough, for anything.


So, yeah, I’d say that I’m absolutely in love with being a Generation.  I was rearranging my life to master these new skills, far beyond what was considered mainstream.  I wanted to know more, I wanted to know everything that anyone would teach me about what I could do, and I would even go so far as to enroll in the Academy to do it.  I was rearranging my life in order to explore my new abilities, and I was super stoked for it.

It was almost like real life had become a game, and I wanted to level up these amazing new skills I’d gotten when I started playing it.


She had me work on my orbits for another ten minutes, then I took a break as Rita worked on raw strength, and that was picking up a 500 kilogram weight that was sitting on a hovering platform just off the walking path, picking it up and putting it back on the platform over and over.  Mrima said that TK was like muscles, you had to work it out to get stronger, and that it was best to practice with the heaviest weight you could fully manipulate, because it allowed you to manipulate even heavier weight the next time.  That was why the balls I was orbiting weighed 50 kilograms each, and the next time I did this exercise, they would weigh 55 kilograms each.  Light weights were for initially learning a skill, but when it came to practicing that skill, you used the heaviest weights you could manage and still do what you were trying to do.  I’d just started this orbit exercise, so I was using relatively light weight compared to my strength.  But when I was almost done with this exercise, no doubt the balls would weigh 200 kilograms each, which would push my maximum lift limit.


Getting the weights was easy, Rahne was supplying them.  There was an industrial replicator on the destroyer she used to get back and forth to Earth, and she had the ship replicate the weights and brought them with her when she came to train Mrima and her cubs. 


Believe me, I was tired after that.  Mrima wasn’t joking that the energy to move things came from the person moving them, and I felt exhausted after these training sessions, on top of feeling anemic.  I was suffering at least a nosebleed a day, and Mrima wasn’t satisfied in my progress unless I did.  She said a nosebleed was a strong indicator that I was pushing myself, and you had to push yourself to get stronger.  The orbit exercise didn’t result in a nosebleed because I was getting the hang of it, which was why the balls would be heavier tomorrow.  If I didn’t feel weak in the knees when it was over, then the weights weren’t heavy enough.


It wasn’t just the exhaustion.  I ended these sessions feeling almost battered and bruised, as if I’d been beaten up by the weights I work with, because of the other little aspect of TK that most people don’t have to worry about.  That was that our bodies are partially affected by the weight we’re moving, as is the force we apply using TK to move those objects.  When I lift 600 kilograms straight up the way Rita is lifting that 500 kilogram mass, the weight of that object is on me, and I can feel it all but driving my feet down into the walkway.  When I move something laterally, the force I apply against the object to give it velocity is also applied against me, a perfect example of Newton’s law of equal and opposite reaction.  Half of what Mrima had been teaching us was how to deal with the force that we apply to heavy objects to move them, tricks to deflect the force it put on us by using our power to anchor against it, or push back against it.  If I tried to move that 500 kilogram weight Rita was lifting without bracing myself using my power, I’d be flung backwards or driven to my knees when I tried to move it instead of moving the weight.  That’s because the force is applied equally to both of us, and I don’t weigh nearly enough to hold my ground when I apply sufficient force to move 300 kilograms.


So, these training sessions weren’t just exhausting, they were almost brutal, leaving me with real, physical bruises when it was over, bruises inflicted by the force we’re using that’s applied to our own bodies.  Since Mrima started training us in earnest, I swear I feel like I’ve been a punching bag in a boxing gym.  That’s something that most other TKs don’t have to deal with because they can’t move weight as heavy as we can, so they don’t have to worry about having the force required to pick up hundreds of kilograms applied to their bodies when they try to pick up a big hunk of metal.

In that respect, Mrima was a freakin’ slave driver, and she didn’t have much sympathy for us.  If we whined that the weights were too heavy, she made them even heavier, and that was nearly a shock given Mrima’s sweet and caring personality.  We both learned quickly to just shut up and do it, that complaining about it just heaped more misery upon us.  But that was how the Pai taught TK, and she wasn’t teaching us in any way different from how she was taught herself.  TK was hard, TK was demanding, and thus those who taught it had learned to be just as hard as the power they were teaching us how to use.


And maybe, just maybe, that was why the Masters wouldn’t teach Mrima.  Maybe she was too nice, maybe she wasn’t hard enough to learn the most powerful techniques the Masters knew.  But I doubt it, because when it came to TK, Mrima had a split personality.  She was all smiles and sunshine right up until she started teaching us, then she became Teacherzilla.  I have no doubt she approached using her own TK with the same hard-nosed attitude she used when she taught us.

A stark example of how things were different, however, was that the weight Rita was lifting was one that Mrima could not lift herself, at least by main strength.  Mrima could lift about 400 kilograms, that was the limit of her power, at least the way she was having Rita do it.  And that was exceptionally strong as TK went, fully proving that Mrima was every bit the TK prodigy that her people thought she was when she was a child.  Most of the new Generations on Earth that weren’t farm workers like me and Rita could lift, on average, about 40 kilograms, which was enough to lift about anything in their daily lives except maybe a piece of furniture.  That was enough to allow most new Generations to use their TK to assist them in their daily lives, at least once they were trained.  Then there were more capable TKs, like Mralla, Mrijin, and Rahne.  Mralla could lift around 60 kilograms with her power, and Mrijin could lift nearly 70 kilograms, which was far, far more than what they weighed in our gravity.  On Earth, they could do the self-levitation trick, but they could not do it on their home planet of Paian, because of the intense gravity there.  Because of that, they hadn’t learned how to do it, because Mrima didn’t want them to get comfortable using tricks that they could do on Earth but couldn’t do back home, else they might hurt themselves when they went back to Paian.  Rahne was considered a very strong TK by the Pai, and could lift about 90 kilograms with her power, which was more than her own weight.  She said that Jason Karinne was considered an elite-level TK, strong enough to receive training from the Masters, and could lift about 150 kilograms, which was also more than he weighed.  But neither of them could use their power to levitate the way Mrima said I could, they weren’t strong enough to pull off that trick…at least without a gestalt.  They could use the trick where they rode on an object they were moving with their TK because they could lift more than they weighed, but they couldn’t lift themselves.  The strongest TK that Rahne knew that wasn’t a Pai was the Grand Duke’s son Zachary, who was considered a prodigy among both the original Generations and the Pai Masters.  Rahne said he could lift nearly 350 kilograms by main strength, which made him the most powerful non-Pai telekinetic on Karis, and he received special one on one training with the Pai Masters because he was so strong.  He was strong enough to levitate, Mrima said that a TK had to be able to pick up at least double their own weight in order to pull off the levitation trick, and Zachary was still just a kid, so no way in hell he weighed more than 175 kilograms.  He probably didn’t even weigh 70 kilograms, not if he was only 15 years old.

Now compare that to Mrima, who could lift 400 kilograms and was considered one of the strongest Pai telekinetics alive (though one that had not been trained by the Masters, and thus couldn’t do all the crazy stuff the Masters could), Rita, who could lift 550 kilograms with no training, or me, who could lift 600 kilograms with no training.  And we weren’t even the strongest farm survivor TKs, that guy from Ethiopia could pick up like two metric tons with no training.  His TK was like mind-shatteringly powerful, like an order of magnitude over even people like me.

There were advanced tricks that allowed a TK to manipulate even heavier weight than their raw strength would allow, by manipulating space and gravity rather than the weight itself.  The absolute maximum weight that Mrima could pick up and move was 1,300 kilograms by affecting the space the weight occupied and the gravity affecting it rather than the weight itself…and that was just awe-inspiring.  Mrima demonstrated it yesterday, by picking up Rita’s hovercar after Rita whined a little about why she had to learn about stuff like that.  It was like the Yoda scene in The Empire Strikes Back, this tiny little Pai picking up a hovercar with nothing but her TK 

Talk about driving your point home.

And compare us to Sano, who is considered above average among new Generations.  She can pick up about 75 kilograms with her power, which is just slightly  more than she weighs.  So, she can’t do the levitation trick, but she can use the trick where she can ride on an object she’s affecting with her TK.  It just can’t be a heavy one, or she won’t be able to pick up the combined weight of herself and the object.

Don’t say she’s fat.  Sano is actually very tall for a girl (Terran, not Shio, she’s only slightly above average for a Shio), so that’s where the weight comes from.


Unfortunately, Sano couldn’t easily join us for these lessons.  She still had her job, and it was a three hour trip up here from Sao Paulo, which meant six hours round trip.  She’d barely have time to do anything but the lessons if she came up every day.  We make up for it on the weekends, however, because all of us, even Mrijin and Mralla, go to Rita’s villa and we both train all weekend and enjoy each other’s company.  It was quite the combination of party and hardcore workout on Saturday and Sunday.  Rahne drops in on the weekends as well, at least when she can given she has her own job and they use a different calendar on Karis, so our days off aren’t always her days off.  She’s been bringing her husband Adam and son Sean so they could get to know us.  Adam is a really nice guy, modest and friendly, but he was like obsessed with his work, which was in finance.  He works in the House of Karinne’s financial department like Rahne does—that was how they met—and he likes to sit around and talk about intergalactic stock markets and the prices of commodities, which just goes way over our heads.  He’d already been a telepath before becoming a Generation, so he was pretty skilled, but he was nowhere near as strong or as well trained as Rahne was.


As far as TK went, Adam was the perfectly average Generation TK, he could pick up about 40 kilograms with his power.  Rahne had been training him herself, but he did like sitting in on our training sessions when he was at the villa, so he could pick up a few tricks from a Pai.


And in the evenings on the weekends, we all played CO, at least sorta together.  We’d gotten Rahne and Adam into the game, and they were loving it.  They couldn’t really do much with me, Rita, and Sano, but that was where Mrima and her cubs saved the day.  Both Rahne and Adam had rolled human so they were on the same faction as Mrima and the cubs, and they were going out and adventuring with them while we worked on the new Champion’s quests.

Adam had become absolutely fascinated with the economy in the game, and he’d taken out a 5,000 gold loan from me with the promise that he could turn it into a million gold inside six months.  And given he was a banker in his day job, he just might be able to do it.  I had the feeling that Adam was going to go the merchant baron route, spending most of his time in game buying and selling in Citadel City to build up his gold.  And hey, that’s a viable play style in the game.  If that was what he enjoyed, then he should have at it, I say.  The game’s about having fun, after all.


Over the last three weeks, we had gotten a lot of the list knocked out in game.  I’d spent that time flying all over Arca hunting down the overworld items on the list, and it was no cakewalk.  Nine of them dropped from overworld boss monsters, and well, that’s kinda my specialty, so I’d been the one to go after those.  Sebirk, Uri, Savar, and Graz were doing the same thing, Savar and Uri on Arca and Graz and Sebirk on Netherim.  As we were doing the long distance legwork, the other Champions and their guilds were going after the other stuff, the drops from dungeons and raids.  Just about every dungeon and raid on both the Twin Worlds had a drop, numbering 110 items on a list of 336, forcing us to go back and do every raid and dungeon in the overworld, all 27 raids and 83 dungeons.


We hadn’t done the Citadel stuff yet, either overworld or group content.  We’d decided to get everything done in the overworld first, and once that was all knocked out, we were going to gather and take on the Citadel stuff in an order that would allow us to focus on gathering all the items we needed to unlock one plane at a time, where we’d need to throw large numbers of players at the content in order to get what we needed from it.  Even gathering the overworld stuff was going to be a pain in the butt, because it was in places where the monsters would cream just one or two players without breaking a sweat.  Not even I could easily get that stuff, with my flying and all my stealthy tricks.  And if I had to kill a monster for it, forget it.

I felt my strength come back as I watched Rita stop with the heavy weight and move on to practice with the three balls I was using, just not the same exercise.  She was holding them aloft and spinning them, like she had with the rings, but it was harder because while there were fewer balls, they weighed more than the rings did as a whole, and that was the main factor when it came to how tough it was to do these exercises.  It was getting pretty late, so I figured this would be about it for today.  I’d been in Norfolk most of the day, spending the morning over at the Academy and the afternoon after Mrima got off work with her.  What I was doing at the Academy was a special one on one course that Rahne and the Grand Duke arranged for me, taking over my telepathy lessons from Rahne with an Academy instructor.  I’d get the special one on one lessons until the spring semester started.  My instructor was a Grimja female named Ilki—I had no idea Grimja could be telepaths before the virus until the moment she walked in the door—and she was both riotously funny and seriously skilled.  She was the first Grimja I’d ever talked to more than a fleeting greeting passing in the street, and she was exactly what most people said the Grimja were.  She was laid back, easy going, had a fantastic sense of humor, was decidedly mischievous, and we spent more time joking around and goofing off than we did doing real work.  But she was seriously smart, and she had a way of teaching like Rahne did, he was able to easily explain very complex concepts, which let me learn very fast under her tutelage.  And she was a master telepath, I had absolutely no doubt about that.  Despite how much we screwed around, I was learning a ton from her.


She was also almost insufferably cute, in a chinchilla kind of way.  That was what Grimja most closely resembled when it came to life on Earth, human-sized bipedal chinchillas.  They were a rodent species with pronounced front teeth, a short muzzled face with high, pronounced cheeks, whiskers, and large, round ears.  Grimja had hair in that the fur on their heads was longer than the rest of their body, so Ilki had a head of short, tousled gray hair the same color as her fur that took up the space between her ears.  Like most furred mammal species, she didn’t have breasts the way human women did, and what was a bit disturbing, she had six nipples on her chest and upper stomach.  The first time I’d met her, the lowest two were visible below the hem of the crop top she was wearing.


That took a lot more getting used to than I’d care to admit.  The very idea of it seems…wrong. 

I could see why they chose her, though.  Because of my past, my background, I needed a teacher that would put me at ease, and Ilki most certainly did that.  Rahne had done it by being my friend before my teacher, and Ilki did it with her relaxed personality and sense of humor.  And wow, was she…well, worldly would be a polite way to say it.  Grimja females weren’t exactly demure the way human women were, because there was no division of the sexes when it came to how they acted in Grimja society.  Males and females acted almost exactly the same, so that meant that Grimja females were just as hard-partying as the males were.

Which explained why the Grimja Union had an overpopulation problem.


But one thing was for sure, and that was when it came time to put down the beer and roll up her sleeves, Ilki was as good as they came.  Before coming to teach at the Academy, she’d worked for the Union government as an embassy worker in their version of the State Department, working in the Grimja embassy to the Imperium.  Anyone that was around the Faey had to be a telepath, so she served the Union by being one of those telepaths that dealt with the Faey Imperium.  And since the Faey were all so skilled and powerful in telepathy, only Grimja that could match them were sent to the Imperium to represent the Union.


That was also something the Grimja were known for, and that was that they were seriously good at what they did despite how much they partied, and when they put their minds to it, they could be scary formidable.  It was like their partying and their slacking off only made them that much better at their chosen professions.  A class with her was like a paradox, when I left I wasn’t sure we did anything at all, but then I’d think about it and realize I learned a heck of a lot in a short time.  Ilki was a seriously skilled telepath, and I was learning a ton from her, so much that I was almost afraid I’d be bored in the formal classes that would start next month, in January.

But that wasn’t really something to worry about.  The telepathy program didn’t have a linear curriculum.  They would test my skills when I started, then I’d be placed in the appropriate class once they knew what I already knew and what I could already do.  So, my training with Rahne and Ilki would let me “test out” of the basics and start immediately in the more advanced classes. 


Christmas was starting to rear its ugly head.  I had a lot of presents to buy, and the biggest of which would be for Sano.  I hadn’t decided what to get her yet, but I knew that I was taking this opportunity to get her something big.  She couldn’t complain too much if I got her something nice for Christmas, she’d lived here long enough to know what Christmas was and what it meant to humans, so this was my chance to buy her something she’d usually glare at me for buying with complete impunity.  She really didn’t like me spending my money on her, not anything big, but she was going to have to live with it this time.  I’d be doing a little Civnet surfing tonight when I got home, surfing the commercial sites looking for ideas on what to buy Sano.


What I’d really like would be to try to buy her out of her job and give her the same freedom that me and Rita had, the freedom to do what she wanted instead of having to work for a living.  But there was no way in hell she’d go for that, the one time I floated the idea she nearly bit my head off.  Sano doesn’t like either me or Rita to spend our money on her, but that’s not too much of a surprise given she’s Shio.  Shio have a big cultural streak of personal responsibility and self-reliance.  It’s not that they’re so proud they won’t ask for help, it’s that they don’t believe in accepting charity they neither need nor deserve.

My prediction came true.  After Rita wore herself out with the three balls, Mrima called it for the day. She loaded the rings and balls onto the platform with the big weight and sent the platform back to the dropship that was sitting on the edge of the park, then it closed its hatch and took off, heading for the destroyer in orbit.  I carried Mrima as we walked back to our vehicles, Rita’s hovercar and my skimmer, as she told us about the day’s lessons, what we did well, what we did wrong, and what we should work on trying to improve before tomorrow’s lesson.  We were allowed to practice at home now, as long as we didn’t do anything stupid or crazy.

[You know, you’ve been training us nonstop for nearly a month, Mri.  You sure you don’t wanna take a day or two off?  You’ve barely had any free time for yourself lately,] I suggested.


[Are you trying to get out of your lessons, Kevin?] she challenged lightly.


[Of course not.  I’m just a little worried that you haven’t had much of a break, that’s all.]


[You’re under the impression that I don’t enjoy beating you two up,] Mrima communed with a wicked tilt to her thought, which made both of us laugh.


[Oh, we know how much you enjoy torturing us,] Rita retorted.  [But I should warn you that I’ll most likely be late tomorrow.  I have Christmas shopping to do, and I’m not sure I can get it all done and still get up here on time.]


[Then how about this, since both of you are whining over how mean I’ve been to you,] Mrima teased.  [We’ll take tomorrow off, and we’ll go a little easy on Saturday and Sunday, maybe make a half day of it so we can go to Mexico City and so some shopping.  Come to think of it, I haven’t done much Christmas shopping either.]


[Sounds good to me, I need to find something good for Sano,] I supplied.  [And Mexico City has a lot of stores to check out.]


[Nah, if we’re going shopping, let’s do it for real.  How about we take Saturday off and all of us go to Los Angeles.  They have that massive shopping district there where you can get almost anything.]


[I’ll go or that, I’ve never really been to Los Angeles,] I agreed.


[That sounds fun.  Maybe we can get Rahne to come over and go with us,] Mrima communed eagerly.  [She said she’d be over this weekend.]

[I can call her interface and ask,] I offered.


[Go for it.]


[Sec.]  I accessed Civnet from my interface and placed a call to Rahne’s interface, and she picked it up almost immediately.  [What’s up, Kevin?]


[We were planning on going on a shopping excursion on Saturday to do some Christmas shopping, and Mrima wanted to know if you’re up for that.  She said you plan on coming over this weekend.]


[I am, and I’d love to do some shopping,] she replied.  [But if we’re gonna shop, we should do it in the best place to shop in the galaxy.  How about you guys come here?]


[To Karis?  Seriously?]


[Sure am.  Karis isn’t closed anymore, Kevin, and since all of you are Generations who live on Terra, you’re allowed to visit here.  There would usually be a bunch of paperwork and screening you’d have to go through, but I happen to know the Kimdori that handles all that, so I can get you approved for a tourist day pass in about five minutes.   I’ll make the arrangements, and we’ll do some shopping in the Merchant District here in Karsa, which is a place you can find and buy just about anything you can imagine.  I just need to know who’s coming.]


[All of us,] I answered.


[Including the cubs?]


[Yeah, they were coming to the villa this weekend, so no doubt they’ll wanna come too.]


[Alright, I’ll talk to Miaari and set things up,] she answered.  [This’ll be my chance to show you guys my home town.]


[I think all of us would love that, Rahne,] I told her.  [Call me back when you hear something.]


[Will do.]  She broke the connection, and I gave Rita a big smile.


[Rahne said she’s up for shopping, but she wants to bring all of us to Karis to do it,] I told her.  [I accepted for us, I don’t think any of us would say no to the chance to go to Karis.]


[Oh hell yes I’d love to go!] Rita agreed emphatically.

[So would I.  I’ve always wanted to visit Karis,] Mrima agreed.


[Rahne said she’d arrange it so we don’t have to go through the application process or anything,] I told them.  [So, we can all meet at the villa early on Saturday morning and then I can take us in my skimmer.]


[Actually, why don’t you guys come Friday night, sleep over, and we’ll go first thing in the morning?  That way we have all day to explore Karis.]


[Sure, that sounds fun,] Mrima communed with growing excitement creeping into her thought.  [Kevin can fly me and the cubs down after I get off work, we can have a nice dinner at the villa, then head for Karis first thing in the morning.]


[That sounds lovely,] Rita agreed.  [I’ll have Tomberito’s delivered.]  That was an absolutely awesome traditional Mexican restaurant that was in the village of Rio Indio, which was about twenty kilometers from Rita’s house.  They had incredible food, and they’d deliver to the villa.


[That just sealed the deal.  I absolutely love love love Tomberito’s,] Mrima bubbled.


I flew home after delivering Mrima back to her apartment very much looking forward to a little weekend day trip to a place like Karis.  Like just about everyone, I always saw Karis as this mysterious, nearly magical place, a forbidden planet with technology so advanced that it was almost like magic, and a place that was one of the most diverse planets in the galaxy, more diverse than just about anywhere but Norfolk.  I was very much looking forward to the chance to go there, to shop in the Merchant District, which was famous all over the galaxy for having virtually anything you may ever want.  The Karinnes traded with like everyone, so the goods of every single empire in the galaxy could be found in the shops on Karis, and particularly in the famous Merchant District of Karsa.

If I couldn’t find something to get Sano for Christmas there, then I had no business ever buying a present ever again.


I told Sano about it after I got home, after spending enough time with Kishu and Zuzu to remind them that I was happy to see them, getting Sano on a hologram rather than talk to her over our interfaces.  She’d just gotten home from going out with a couple of friends from work, who were all Shio.  “What’s up, Kev?” she asked as she sat on her couch.


“Rahne invited us to spend Saturday on Karis,” I told her.


“Really?  I’d love to go!” she blurted.


“I already accepted for you,” I said, which made her laugh and grin at me.  “What we want to do is meet at Rita’s villa on Friday, after you and Mrima get off work, stay there overnight, then leave first thing in the morning so we have as much time as possible.  That work for you?”


“Yes it does,” she replied.  “I’ll see if I can get off work a little early so I can catch the three o’clock ferry to Miami, so I don’t have to catch the seven o’clock ferry and get there at ten o’clock.”

“Then you need to call Rita as soon as you know when you’ll be leaving. She’s going to order us some Tomberito’s, so she needs to know when to call in our order.  And they close at nine.”


“I’m definitely getting there early now,” she laughed.  “I refuse to believe that there aren’t Shio chefs working in a restaurant with food that good.”


“Racist,” I teased, which made her laugh again.


“Let me call my boss to arrange it,” she prompted.  


“Sure.  I’ll call Rita and let her know.”

I did so, then sat on the couch and played with Kishu a little bit.  I had a stream scheduled for tonight, which would be me picking up the last few items on my list.  While that wasn’t really all that exciting, I usually had a good hundred thousand people watching.  The streaming had been good for me, to be honest.  I’d gotten used to talking to strangers because of the streams and the viddies that I make, it had helped me be more social and sociable.  It also didn’t hurt that I made a decent amount of money streaming, and that had increased since the new quests had come down.  I’d gained nearly 70,000 new subscribers to my Arena page and nearly 100,000 on my streaming channel on Gametopia (I simulcast my streams on both, which are the two major gaming streamer platforms on Terra’s Civnet)


The Arena is mostly CO and Vanguard only, but Gametopia is a place where streamers of just about every game streams their gameplay content.


The income I was getting from streaming was now getting pretty substantial, to the point where not only did I never have to touch my stipend income, I was putting some significant money in the bank on a monthly basis.  My expansion to Gametopia had more than doubled my streaming income, and my viddies on Arena were getting a lot more hits since I’d done so, Gametopia viewers coming to the Arena to check out my viddies.  Gametopia doesn’t host recorded viddies, they only do live streaming, but they allow content people like me to link our viddy platform of choice on our stream channel so viewers can check out pre-recorded content.

It was almost insane, how much money I was making off playing games.  I was solidly in the upper middle class income bracket just off my pro gaming income.  Adding in my stipend and annuity income, I was bordering on actually being rich.


But that income depended on me playing CO, and being so good at it that people wanted to watch me play.  And in that respect, I had a leg up on most other players because I had a unique skillset and playstyle that made me stand out from most other players.  And oddly enough, my playstyle had created some followers of a sort.  My Solo Challenge rules had inspired other game streamers to try it, and they’d started new accounts on CO using those rules to see how far they could go.


Now that I could split, I’d also gone the route of playing multiple accounts.  I’d upgraded my vidlink to turn it into an absolute monster, and used that heavy duty power to start four new CO accounts (I have money, I can afford it).  I’d found that I could play all five of my accounts at once without stressing myself, at least so long as the four accounts I wasn’t controlling with my dominant split had their simsense set very low to minimize the VR aspect of the game.  That means that I’m, in effect, only experiencing the full simsense on just one character while the others are more like playing a non-simsense game.  But even with the simsense filters turned way down on the extra accounts, I can only really handle four extra accounts without losing my splits due to the sheer complexity of playing a character in CO.  Even just one more account overtaxes me and causes my performance to drop way too far for me to keep my accounts alive in a fight.  So for me, five was the magic number when it came to “splitboxing” CO.


It was certainly an entertaining challenge.  My five baby toons were still in faction territory using gear I made for them to start grinding their skills, and for maximum efficiency, all five were human so I had the ability to move all of them via flying as a group…just very, very slowly given their low skill levels.  And it was a fun diversion from playing Xen, trying out something new in the game I love without having to do anything drastic and while also having access to all of Xen’s resources.  His gold and tradeskills had geared up my little baby group very well, which was allowing me to rip through the content that they could do as new toons.


I was considering streaming my splitboxing to show my subscribers something a little different, and that would be me starting five brand new characters made specifically for streaming, and playing them with no help or support from Xen or anyone else.  I’d still be trying to do stuff that a regular player wouldn’t be able to pull off, which is what would make it both fun for me and interesting to viewers.  I think it would be a fun challenge, using my knowledge of the game to see how far I can push things without outside assistance, using only the resources available to a new player.  And to make sure I never bowed to temptation, I could start those new toons on a different server.  You can make new toons on different servers on the same account.

Splitboxing was a fairly new term that referred to people who controlled more than one account at a time while playing, and as people learned how to split, it was becoming more common.  The objective of it for me using my new five accounts was to try out group content in a group of players that were all me, so if I made any mistakes, I didn’t hurt anyone but myself.  It wasn’t something I did during my usual gameplay with Xen because it violated the spirit of the Solo Challenge.  Since I had the chance to build a group and still play solo, I had done it right.  One of them was a main tank archetype, one a dedicated healer, and the other three were DPS archetypes, one a mage archetype, one a “magic archer” archetype, and the other a “magic swordsman” archetype.  That was a full group with a good mix of skills and abilities that would let me tackle a lot of content by myself, and if I decided to stream splitboxing, I would mirror it over to the new toons on a different server.

I was really good at splitting, so I could handle five accounts at once…just not all of them at full simsense.  Most other people, though, could only handle two accounts, because CO was a heavily immersive simsense game that tended to dominate whatever split you were using to control your actions, even with the simsense on the other account turned way down.  I’ve spent a lot of time since I transitioned specifically practicing splitting, so I can control more accounts than most other people.

This was relatively new to CO, because it was so immersive that you really had to be able to split to play more than one account at the same time.  “Multiboxing” was a common thing in a lot of other games, but not intensively immersive simsense games like CO and Vanguard.  With most of the Terra server players now Generations, we were starting to take advantage of being Generations in the game.  And I was seriously considering streaming this new aspect of who we are.

I was interested enough to jump in the merge pod after dinner and create five new characters on the Semrika server, the second least populated server on the Terra cluster, each one following the same skill builds as the five I created on Methrian, and all five of them human.  I didn’t send them into the game world, however, leaving them stuck in the limbo of having them created but not yet in the game.  That did reserve their names, so no other player could take those names so long as I had the characters created.

Once I finished that, I recorded a short viddy on Xen about my idea, asking if people would be curious to see me try splitboxing on a new server, while also assuring them that Xen was certainly still my main focus and I had no intention of abandoning him for a new server.  My splitboxing would purely be a side challenge, something to do for fun whenever I had some spare time. Once that was done, I released it on my Arena page and got down to the business of streaming.


The night’s stream was a success.  I finished the last items on my list and then spent the rest of my scheduled stream time in Madra Ban, showing the viewers the Djinn city that they couldn’t access yet because the planes weren’t open on any server.  I picked up a few interesting bargains in the shops that I would resell in my shop in Citadel City.  However, things got turned sideways on me when I returned to Freeport, and found a Royal messenger hovering beside the vortex, waiting for me.  “Champion, King Gerin needs to speak to you immediately, and it seems that your communication crystal won’t work when you’re on the other side of the vortex,” he said without preamble almost the instant I was free of the vortex.

“Lead on,” I replied, then I slowed way down to allow the messenger to take the lead.  The NPCs in the game had their own skill levels, and none of them thus far had raised Gift of the Djinn high enough to go very fast.  Unlike us players, they had jobs and lives within the game and couldn’t devote a lot of time to raising their skill.


Gerin was waiting for me in his study behind the throne room, and the Prince and Admiral Rogers were there with him, sitting in one of the two chairs in front of Gerin’s desk, with the Prince standing behind his father.  I bowed after I entered and was offered the open chair in front of the desk, sitting to the left of the Admiral.  “That was fast, Willik,” the King said to his aide.


“He came through just as I got there, your Majesty,” he said, then he bowed and left the room.


“I wish this meeting was about the wonders you’re exploring on the other side of the vortex, Champion, but I fear this is serious business,” Gerin said immediately.  “I’m afraid I need to call on your aid once again.”


“What do you need, your Majesty?”


“The Kanlon are back, Champion,” Rogers said in a grim tone.


That made me frown.  “You mean even after we wiped out their armada?”


“They must have an absolutely ridiculous number of ships,” the Prince growled.


“Yesterday, a fleet of Kanlon supply ships was spotted by one of our griffon patrols, they were just off Skull Rock,” the King told me, looking at me.  “We think they were part of a reinforcement fleet that was supposed to resupply and reinforce the armada after it conquered Freeport.  They moored just off the island, then they picked up the Kanlon soldiers that were still there and turned back the way they came.”

“They picked up those soldiers just days before I was ready to take the island,” Rogers injected.  “We’ve just taken delivery of six new frigates and ten corsair class naval vessels, so we at least have the beginnings of a new Navy.  Their first mission was going to be taking Skull Rock from the Kanlon.”


The King nodded.  “A new report just sent from our spymaster, Merria, has incited me to put our hand in despite the fact that our Navy is still in shambles and we’re still rebuilding from the Kanlon attack on the city.  What’s changed is that Merria just returned from Kanlavia with news on the situation there.”

That was the name of the continent to the west of us, which currently wasn’t open to players.  “Simply put, Champion, Merria has spent nearly a month on Kanlavia, ascertaining the political state of the continent.  And her report has incited me to move,” he told me.  “It seems that the Kanlon aren’t just a threat to us.  They’re at war with virtually every kingdom and faction on Kanlavia, using their naval superiority to attack the mainland more or less at will, and sinking any ships that their enemies dare build to try to push them back.  Unlike what they did here, there they don’t try to invade and conquer.  They simply destroy any city or town or holding that they can overrun.  The reason for this is simple.  They see all other races as inferior,” he grunted.  “They tried to conquer us to turn us into slaves to expand their production, because they see us as sub-human.  They see anyone not human to be little more than talking animals, not even worthy of enslaving because they don’t believe that they have any real intelligence.”


“So, they’re racists,” I surmised.


“Their entire society and religion is based on the superiority of the Kanlon over all other life,” the Prince said.  “Non-Kanlon humans they see as just human enough to use as slaves and beasts of burden, but all other races are unworthy of even that much.”

“Why this matters is that, since the Kanlon have attacked Arca, now it is in the interests of Arca to make sure that they never try to sail across the Western Sea and attack us again,” the King said in a strong voice.  “So, our new strategy is to ally with the peoples of Kanlavia and assist them in any way we can, to press the Kanlon on every side and choke them, remove them as a threat to Kanlavia and Arcavia.  And the first step is to start trying to break the Kanlon’s stranglehold on naval power.  We dealt them a major blow by destroying their armada here at Freeport, and we have to press that advantage before they have the opportunity to rebuild.  Champion, I need you to go to Kanlavia,” he told me, giving me a serious look.  “Merria says that you are the best spy she’s ever had, and we need those skills now.”


To my surprise, two new quests popped up on my log, and both were marked as a Champion’s Quest.  The first was titled Naval Reconnaissance, and the second was titled The Kanlon Campaign, which was the type of quest that told me that I was starting a major quest chain, one that would have many quests and take a while to complete.  The Grand Crusade quest was a great example of this kind of quest, which the game uses to warn you that you’re about to embark on a pretty epic questline.


“The best way we can help them is to find out where they’re building their ships, the ships they’ll need to replace the ones we destroyed,” Rogers told me.  “You’re very good at sneaking around and finding things, Champion, so what we want you to do is find their main shipyard and ascertain its defenses.  When you know where it is and how well it’s defended, report your findings so we can devise a plan to hamstring their operation.”


“You won’t be operating alone in this venture,” the King said.  “Merria is already on Kanlavia along with a sizable number of her operatives and griffon riders.  She’s made contact with one of the kingdoms there that has been hosting her, a relative of our high elven allies who call themselves sun elves.  They’ve agreed to devote soldiers and resources to our efforts, because we are working against a common enemy.  She needs highly skilled people to assist her in her mission, and she has asked for you, Xen.”


“The objective here, Champion, is to weaken Kanlon naval power to the point where we can establish trade routes between Arcavia and Kanlavia, so we can send soldiers and supplies to help the Kanlavians fight the Kanlon,” the Prince added.  “And the first step to breaking their hold on the seas between here and Kanlavia is to disrupt their shipbuilding operations.”


Establish trade routes?  That sounded like they were going to open the continent of Kanlavia up to the players!  And I wasn’t the only one.  The chat on my stream blew up as people watching made the same connection I just did.

“I understand, your Majesties, Admiral,” I replied.  “When do you want me to leave?”


“Right now,” he replied.  “But you’re not going by ship.  Spymaster Merria has reported that there are scions on Kanlavia, and that there is a scion in the sun elf capitol of Celestis that connects to a scion in a drowned city of the First Ones off the coast of Moonshard Island.”  That was north, in Moonshadow faction territory, off the coast of the forest under which the dark elves had their underground cities and villages.  That was pretty far south from where the Nazetar had their submarine settlements.  “If you can reach that scion without drowning, Champion, you can use it to travel to Celestis in a matter of hours instead of enduring a month-long journey by ship.”

“I can reach it easily, your Majesty,” I assured him.  “If you have a map that shows its location, I can be in Celestis by tomorrow.”


“I have just what you need, Xen,” King Gerin smiled, holding up a rolled map.  He offered it to me, and I took it without hesitation.  “If you can talk to Merria in real time, tell her I’ll be there tomorrow.  I’ll start out for the scion right now, camp somewhere for the night, and continue on in the morning.”


“She has a communication crystal, so I’ll warn her you’re on the way,” Gerin answered.


“Then with your permission, your Majesty, I’ll start out right now.”


“Go quickly and safely, Champion,” he said, standing up.  I did so as well, bowed to him, and turned and hurried out of the study, suddenly eager and excited.  Well, logging off was off the table now, as was logging on my alt accounts and playing around with splitboxing.  I had a new major quest chain, and if I wasn’t mistaken, it would end with the continent of Kanlavia being opened to the players.  And it looked like the Kanlon weren’t just going away, they were the focus of this new aspect of the game, possibly part of the same new expansion that was giving us the Elemental planes…and that made sense to me as I thought about it.


The Elemental planes were a place almost purely for players who had beaten the Citadel, to give them something new to do that would challenge them now that they’d effectively “beaten the game” by conquering its most challenging content.  That was like 1% of the playerbase, so what was the other 99% of the playerbase, including players like me, supposed to do?  Just sit around and watch other players get to enjoy new content?  That wasn’t very fun.  So, the devs had been smart and given everyone new content, and that new content for the masses would be this new Kanlon campaign.  The Kanlon would become the “big baddie” that everyone was going to fight, and were the impetus that would open a new continent to the players, as well as explaining why from a lore perspective we suddenly had access to that new content.


Players knew the other continents were there, and in the past, players had tried to reach them.  One group of enterprising players had stolen a merchantman vessel from an NPC and tried to sail it west, to reach Kanlavia, to see what would happen.  They expected to hit a barrier, an invisible wall that would stop them from going any further, but they hadn’t.  They were on the ship for nearly twenty days in real time sailing west, and what ended their adventure was them being attacked by several ships of a design they said they’d never seen before.  Their success getting that far spurred other attempts to sail to Kanlavia, and all of them ended the same way, the players spending nearly a month of their real lives only to get blown out of the water by mysterious ships that seemed to come out of nowhere and wrecked them before they could so much as load a catapult.


Everyone thought that they were the dev’s solution to keeping players off the forbidden continent without breaking game immersion by putting up some invisible wall, and I suppose that was exactly what it was.  But now we had the lore behind it, that those ships were Kanlon vessels attacking and destroying any ship that got too close to Kanlavia, or their home islands of Kanlon.  Kanlon was like Japan in the real world, it was an archipelago of islands of various sizes sitting off the central east coast of Kanlavia, and that put Kanlon more or less between Arcavia and Kanlavia.  So, before, it was the insanely huge navy of the Kanlon patrolling the waters off their island nation that intercepted and sank player-controlled ships trying to reach Kanlavia.

And now we were going to break their hold on the Western Sea, which would allow trade routes to be established between the two continents…and that meant that the continent of Kanlavia would be open to the players.  And why we were going over there was to fight the Kanlon, to take the fight to them after they attacked Arcavia.  That would also no doubt mean that new scions would be found that would connect Arcavia with Kanlavia, either new scions not yet discovered or scions that were “dead,” scions that had no sister scion, that we would somehow restore during our campaign against the Kanlon to open fast travel between the two continents.


And it turned out I wasn’t the only one being sent to Kanlavia.  “Xen, I just got a new quest, I’m supposed to meet you on an island north of faction territory,” Emelda told me over friend chat.  “I’m supposed to make contact with a cousin race of  elves on Kanlavia!”

“Whoa, seriously?  I just got that quest myself,” I answered.  “You’re being sent to Kanlavia too?”


“Yeah, I’m supposed to establish formal ties with the ruler of the sun elves,” she answered.  “And that they’re a race of elves that live on Kanlavia.  The Queen said you were dispatched there to assist them, and that the Queen wants me to go along to establish formal ties and help you with whatever you’re doing.”

And she wasn’t the only one.  Braggan also contacted me over friend chat.  “Xen, I just got a quest that says I need to meet you on some island in Moonshadow territory,” he said.


I just had to laugh.  “They’re sending all of us!” I said in both friend chats.  “Is Hinasa on?”


“Not right now, it’s like eight in the morning in Tokyo, and he has to work today,” Braggan answered.


“Well, no doubt he’ll get a similar quest when he logs on after he gets home,” I predicted.  I then merged the two friend chats so it was a conference, connecting Braggan and Emelda.  I then told them about the quest I’d gotten, and what I thought it meant.  “It looks like they’re opening up Kanlavia to the players, and we’ll be doing the first quests that do it,” I told them.


“Awesome!” Braggan said, his avatar representing him in friend chat grinning broadly through his beard.  I cleared the palace gate and took off as soon as I was out of royal palace airspace—no flying allowed over the palace—and headed for my shop to gear up for the expedition.


“You have your flying mount from the Champion’s quest, right Brag?” I asked.


“Yup, got it with everyone else,” he replied.  Last week, all the Champions met and win traded to get the mount, because it turned out that because we had more Champion’s quests that were sending us all over the place, we really needed them.  If everyone had had the flying mounts, more of us could have gone out to farm the items from Arca and Netherim rather than forcing the five of us that can travel fast do it all.  Even I had it, but I didn’t need it because of Djinn form, and I think I’ve used it all of once just to see what it looks like.  I have to admit, though, that it’s pretty sweet.  The flying mount you get is magical, it’s a magical force that manifests in the shape that you want it to be, and that lets the Champion customize his flying mount to be exactly what he wants.  Because the griffon is the aerial mount used by the humans of Freeport, the one time I summoned mine, I made it a griffon, but it could be anything I wanted, even something stupid like a broomstick or a rock.  And I can change it if I want, it takes the form I want it to take when I summon it.  I summon it with a small whistle that I received after finishing the quest, so I don’t have to care for it and it can’t be stolen.  The only thing we have to protect is the whistle, because it has a durability rating.  That means that it can be destroyed, and I seriously doubt there’s any way for a Champion to get a new one if he breaks his whistle. So, the mount does have something of a drawback, and that’s that you don’t pull out the item that summons it if you’re in a position where the item can get destroyed.  And since the mount is a magical construct rather than a living thing, killing it doesn’t really do much except make you summon it again…provided you survive the fall after your mount is killed out from under you.


The mount does have one other thing going for it, something that I think makes a lot of sense.  You don’t control the mount like a living flying mount.  It responds to your will, not you pulling in the reins, so you have absolute control over the mount.  That means that you don’t need to have the flying mount skill to use the mount, but you do need to skill up a new skill that you get when you first summon the mount, a skill appropriately named Magical Mount.  That’s very similar to how I fly using Djinn form.  My skill in that isn’t connected to my Djinn Form, however, so that means that I have to skill it up.  And I probably will, because like I told Mrima, having any skill just sitting at 1 jacks with your average skill rating, and that can affect the quality of the quest rewards you receive.  To keep my average high, I’ll raise the mount skill to at least 1,000…then probably never use it again.  That shouldn’t take me too long because of Lone Wolf.

“I think the only one that’s never used it is you, Xen.”


“Like I need it,” I snorted, which made him laugh.  “That means you won’t have any problems reaching Moonshard Island.  Know where it is?”


“I was given a map,” he replied.


“Me too,” Emelda affirmed.


“Then let’s meet on the island on the beach closest to the ruins where the scion is supposed to be,” I offered.  “You have some way to breathe underwater, Brag?”


“Yup, I have Faerune on my helmet,” he answered.


“Then we’re all set,” Emelda said.  “We won’t have any problem reaching the scion.”


“I’ll be heading out as soon as I gather up some supplies.  I’m not going to assume that we’ll be back anytime soon.”


“Same,” Emelda mirrored.


“That’s what I’m doing too,” I had to chuckle.  “Lemme call Hinasa and tell him what’s up so he knows what to expect when he gets off work.”


I divided my attention enough to create a split outside the game, and since I was in the merge pod, I used it to call Hinasa’s interface.  It was 9:01pm here, which meant that it was 9:01am in Tokyo, where he’d moved just before the pandemic hit when he got a new job, and Hinasa was at work.  He had his interface on, so he picked up when I queried his interface.  [What’s up, Kevin?]


[Just wanted to give you a head’s up,] I answered, then told him about the quest and the fact that the other three Champions in the Golden Lion were being sent to Kanlavia.  [We’re all certain you’ll get the same quest, it wouldn’t make sense to send only three of the four faction Champions.  We’ll be on the other side, so we’ll meet you in Kanlavia when you get there.  I’m going to mail you a charm of water breathing so you can get to the scion.]


[I don’t need it, I have Faerune,] he answered.


[Cool, nevermind then,] I chuckled.  [Me, Em, and Brag are gonna travel to the island and probably log out once we get to Kanlavia and start the quests tomorrow, so we don’t leave you behind.  So, see you in the morning.]

[You mean the afternoon,] he replied lightly.


[Whatever,] I retorted playfully.  “I told Hinasa that most likely we’ll go through the scion and log for the night, and we can start the quests in the morning when he’s off work.  Sound good?”


“Yeah, it’ll take us a few hours to get there,” Braggan replied.


“About an hour after you to get to Citadel,” I corrected him.  “You two come to Citadel.  I know of a scion not far from the coast up in Darkshadow Forest.  It’ll be about an hour to the island from the scion.”


“I’m half an hour from a scion,” Braggan called.


“Then we’ll wait for you at the scion on the Citadel, Braggan,” Emelda said.


“I’ll be on the way as soon as I gear up.”


I caught the stream up on what was going on—they couldn’t hear my friend chat—and told them that I’d be streaming in the morning when Hinasa joined us and we could start on the quests as a group.  I finished stocking up for an expedition into unknown territory by dipping a bit into the stock in my shop, then used Teleport to get to the scion up on Citadel.  Emelda joined me just a moment after I arrived, and we formed a group with Braggan.  I warned both her and Braggan that I was streaming, then enabled the stream viewers to hear party chat.


But there wasn’t much for the streamers to see or hear.  We spent the rest of my stream time discussing the quests and what we might be doing, then once Braggan joined us, I used Teleport to get to the scion not far from the coast in the Darkshadow forest, the home territory of the dark elves.  We all had to very quickly get off the ground, because we were in another faction’s territory and the NPCs would be hostile to us, but the game takes that into account by rarely if ever having any NPC guards near the scions in faction territory.  That allows players from other factions to use them without getting blitzed by hostile guards as soon as they appear.  But, it also wasn’t a guarantee that we wouldn’t be attacked, because a roving patrol of dark elf guards might pass by the scion close enough for them to notice us.

Us being Champions doesn’t change the basic game rules, and one of them is that players from other factions are attacked by NPC guards in faction territory if they’re not specifically allowed to be there.  And we weren’t invited into Moonshadow territory, so we would be considered hostile invaders by any NPC guards that might wander into our path.


But, I do have an out with that rule, and that’s Djinn form.  Since I’m no longer considered a player when I take Djinn form, I can cheese NPC guards that aren’t inherently hostile to a Djinn.  Some faction guards attack me on sight as a Djinn, but some don’t.  So, as was my habit when entering the territory of another faction, I immediately took Djinn form.  Emelda and Braggan immediately took out their whistles and called their mounts, which was a flying carpet made of magic for Emelda and a burly armored ram for Braggan.  We started out for Moonshard Island, me flying between them as Emelda sat demurely on her carpet and Braggan sat in the saddle of his magical flying ram.


It took us about an hour to get to the island, which was about 80 kilometers off the coast.  Moonshard Island was uninhabited because it was infested with a hostile race of magical monsters called Wisps, and they were exceedingly nasty little buggers that ate the life force of anything but a plant, and could only be injured by cold-based magic spells.  Not even magical weapons could hurt them.  They only came out at night, and it was currently early afternoon in game (remember, the game uses a 30 hour day, so it’s not connected to Terra’s time), so we had the option to land on the beach and prepare for going underwater without incident.

“This place is creepy,” Braggan said, looking towards the forest on the far side of the beach and a strip of tough brown grass.


“The wisps have killed all other life, even the insects.  That’s why it’s so quiet,” I told him as I stowed anything I didn’t want to get wet in my item storage.


“They even kill bugs?”


“They kill everything,” I nodded.  “The only things that wisps won’t kill are plants.  They can’t digest the life force of a plant.”


“Well that’s just lovely,” Braggan grunted, walking up to the surf line.  “I hope this water ain’t too cold.”


“It will be,” Emelda warned.  “And you should be thankful that the water of the western sea is cold, because that’s what keeps the wisps trapped on this island.”


“They don’t like cold, eh?” he asked.


“It’s the only thing that can hurt them,” I affirmed, stepping past him, a wave breaking frothy water over my boots.  And yes, the water was cold.


“Makes me wonder how the Nazetar deal with living underwater, they live even further north.”


“They have a racial that makes them resistant to the cold,” I told him.  “They even take reduced damage from cold-based magic.  Ready?”

“Let’s do this,” Emelda said, wading into the surf.


“Bah.  Strath don’t like the cold,” Braggan complained as he waded in behind her.


“You’ll live, buttercup,” I told him, which made him turn and make a rude gesture at me.  That made me laugh as I started after them.


It took us a while to swim down to the scion, which was in the middle of one of the ruined cities of the First Ones that was drowned when the Salamanders sent most of the water on Netherim to Arca, which raised the sea levels.  The base of the scion was buried in nearly a meter of mud, requiring Emelda to use magic to excavate it to prevent us from appearing a meter in the air when we appeared on the other side.  Once that was done, the three of us got in the center of it, and Emelda used Teleport to activate the scion to send us to its sister scion, one of the ways the spell could be used.


We were not prepared for what we found on the other side.


The scion sat on a raised platform on a spire in the middle of a shockingly large city whose architecture could only be described as absolutely magical.  The buildings were made of stone sculpted by magic, much like Astralar, but they were much more fanciful, with nearly impossible towers and spires, and everything was very open.  There were a multitude of smaller buildings on the ground around the high towers and spires, each of them built in a flat-roof design with colorful awnings and shades to protect people from the sun’s heat.  The city was built in the middle of a desert, so it was very bright, very hot, and the stone was white or tan, with bands of color painted on the spires and domes and towers.  It had a very subtle Arabian feel, but that was in the basic shape of the buildings.  These buildings were built in a desert, built to take the heat into account, so they had many large windows, no doubt had very high ceilings, which was basic Arabian architecture as well.

To my surprise, there were two people standing on the platform holding the scion, and one of them I recognized as Merria, the spymaster.  The other was an elf that was very exotic, at least to me, because he had rich brown skin and black hair.  He wore white linen that gave me a slight Egyptian vibe, including a headdress of white linen covering most of his hair that had a beaten gold circlet holding it in place.  His ears were pointed, but were much longer than a high elf’s ears, almost like a Rathii in real life.  The tips of his ears very nearly reached the top of his headdress.  “Champion,” Merria said.

“Merria,” I returned, stepping out of the scion.  “I didn’t expect you to be here waiting for us.”


“It was just good luck that we were,” she replied.  “May I present Salen Umdar, aide to her Majesty, Queen Celindria, ruler of the sun elves.  I do hope that you speak elvish, Champion?”


“Of course I do,” I replied in elvish.  “Master Salen,” I greeted.  “I am Xen, emissary of his Majesty, King Gerin of Freeport.”

“It is a pleasure to have you here, Xen.  And as promised, you have brought one of our cousins from Arcavia,” he said with a bright smile, stepping over and offering his hand to Emelda.  “Welcome, my cousin, to Celestis!  I am Salen Umdar.”


“I am Emelda Miliastris, and I’m very happy to be here,” she replied in elvish, allowing him to kiss her hand, which was an elvish custom that all but the dark elves followed.  She then kissed his hand, and they bowed to each other.  “I come with greetings from Queen Silara of Astralar, Master Salen.”

“I am bade to bring you to her Majesty immediately upon your arrival.  And might I be introduced to your dwarven ally?”


“Braggan Stoneaxe, my Lord, Champion of King Harkun of the mountain dwarves,” he replied, striking his fist against his breastplate in the typical dwarven greeting.

“Her Majesty is most grateful for your arrival, master dwarf, and the assistance of your people,” he said with a smile.  “We were told there would be a fourth?”


“Hinasa of the Jagaara, my Lord, who has much further to travel than we did, so he will join us later.”


“Ah, understandable,” he said.  “Come, my friends, let me escort you to the Palace of the Sun so you might meet her Majesty!”


Celindria was every bit what I expected.  She was tall, regal, beautiful, and like most elves, sharp as a tack.  She sat on a throne with a giant sun of beaten gold forming the back of it in a huge audience chamber at the top of a near pyramid-like ziggurat in the center of the city, which further advanced my theory that the sun elves were based more on the ancient Egyptians than Arabian culture.  She had black hair like Salen, but hers was uncovered, and also so long it dragged the ground.  When we arrived, it was flowing from the side of her throne to curl on a carpet beside her bare feet.  She wore a delicate tiara rather than a crown, was dressed in a sheer white linen dress that clung to her curves enticingly, the top of which was secured to a beaten gold collar that held elven script and an image of the sun, its rays spreading down to where her linen dress straps secured to it.  She stood after we were introduced, then led us to a study on the floor below the throne room, stairs behind the throne leading into the ziggurat.


There, she explained why we were there, which updated our first quest.  “The humans of Freeport have offered their assistance in our struggles against the Kanlon,” she told us.  “And the assistance of their allies, our cousins the high elves, the mountain dwarves, and the Jagaara.  The master of spies Merria has devised a plan to break the Kanlon’s stranglehold on the seas of Kanlavia, to take advantage of their setback when they were repelled in their attack on the human city of Freeport.  Lady Merria reported that the Kanlon lost a great many ships, and that it presents an opportunity to greatly weaken their naval power if we can prevent them from building new ones to replace them.”

“That’s what the King told me, your Majesty,” I confirmed.  “He told us we were going to search for their main shipyard so we might be able to attack and destroy it.”


She nodded.  “The Lady Merria assured us that all four of you will have a means to search for the shipyard without need of our ships.”


“Yes, your Majesty,” Emelda answered.  “We each possess magical means of flight.  We can use that to search for the shipyard from the air.”


“That’s not a guarantee, my Lady Emelda,” she warned.  “The Kanlon employ flying drakes as defense against aerial attack, and they are quite formidable.”


“I’ve fought them before, your Majesty.  I’m fully aware of their capabilities, and am still very confident that we can complete the mission safely,” she answered confidently.


“Then I am quite relieved to find that my decision to accept your aid was a good one,” she said with a smile.  “Salen, bring the map.”


“At once, your Majesty.”


A huge map the size of a carpet was laid on the floor, and the Queen herself pointed out Kanlon territory, which was a series of islands that ran from north to south along the east coast of the continent.  There were six large ones surrounded by a multitude of small ones, and that meant that finding their main shipyard wasn’t going to be easy.  “The Kanlon kingdom is made up of a series of nearly uncountable islands, which makes it very easy for them to conceal large-scale shipbuilding operations,” the Queen said, mirroring my own thought on the matter.  “But the work of my scouts has narrowed it down a great deal.  We are fairly sure that their operation is somewhere here,” she said, taking a small gold-plated cane and sliding it along a series of islands due south of the southernmost of the large islands in the archipelago.  “We think it’s somewhere here, along the Skalivar Straight,” she said.  “They have a great number of ships in this area, which means that they are defending something.  And these islands are too small to hold one of their cities.  That hints to us that it must be military.”


“I’ve had no luck getting my griffon riders close to those islands,” Merria continued.  “There’s a considerable number of Kanlon drake riders that patrol the skies far enough away from the islands to keep us from getting a look.  What we need you to do, Champions, is get much closer than our own scouts have been able to in order to get a look at what’s there.”


“We can split up the area and each of us search a quarter,” Emelda suggested.  “We’ll wait for Hinasa to get here, then head out and do the search.”

“Sounds good to me,” I nodded.


“And you can do so without being repelled the way Merria’s riders have been?” the Queen asked.


“Yes, they can, your Majesty,” Merria answered.  “These three are the Champions of their kingdoms, they are the best of each of their peoples,” she added calmly.  “They have experience and skills far beyond my riders.”


“Plus we have magical flying mounts that go much faster than their griffons,” Braggan said with a slight smile.  “We’ll find that base, your Majesty.  And when the time comes, we’ll help you burn it to the ground.”

We discussed the operation with the Queen for nearly half an hour, then she showed us to quarters where we could wait until Hinasa arrived.  I logged off not long afterward and spent a little time with Kishu and Zuzu before bed, pretty excited about the idea of doing another major questline.

I have to admit, I rather like being in the middle of everything.  I like exploring and making my maps, but since the Grand Crusade and me suddenly outgearing most of the Twin Worlds, it’s not as challenging as it used to be.  But these kinds of quests, these are a challenge.  Not just of my fighting skills, but of my wits, my ability to solve problems, which was what attracted me to my playstyle in the first place.  Doing what I do takes a lot of critical thinking and problem solving.


And I was back to doing what I love best, being presented with a challenge, a puzzle to solve, and one that mattered.  These quests were going to open the continent to the rest of the server, which meant new quests, new wonders to explore, and a campaign that everyone could undertake.  The war against the Kanlon was going to involve everyone, not just the Champions, and it would have long-lasting ramifications on the server.


This world was dynamic, it changed, and our actions could change it.  And I was very much looking forward to seeing what would happen.


It was almost like Christmas morning.


I woke up in my guest bedroom in Rita’s villa nearly half an hour before the alarm went off, disturbing Kishu and Zuzu.  The two of them didn’t like to sleep anywhere but in my bed with me, usually with Kishu curled up beside me and Zuzu on top of me.  The two of them always felt very at home at the villa, mainly because Rita had learned how to communicate with them through her training.  Rita had a very rare skill among telepaths, the ability to communicate with animals, and thanks to that my little babies knew the rules when it came to visiting her villa, and both of them felt like it was just an extension of their home.  They were good friends with Tuki, who saw them and us as part of her pack, and she was almost like a protective mother when it came to my two tiny little furballs.  They were going to stay here today while we were on Karis, which would keep them happy and entertained while we were off shopping in one of the most famous places in the Confederation for serious shoppers, the fabled Merchant District of Karsa.


It was going to be a real treat, for more than one reason.  We were going to get there on a KMS military vessel, not my skimmer or a transport, and not just any warship.  We were going to travel to Karis on the largest military warship in the KMS, one of their fleet flagships.  The ship was sitting in Terran orbit right now, and was scheduled to return to Karis today, and we were being allowed to hitch a ride.  The ship was named the Saiva, and we’d be flying up in my skimmer in about an hour, the ship would take us through the Stargate (without me having to pay passage fees), and then we’d fly down from the ship to Karsa.  Sano’s sister Mikano arranged it, and I was glad she did.  I’ve always wanted to see a KMS ship since Sano described riding on the Defiant.

I had to nuzzle the furballs before getting up to get dressed.  I often wondered what it was like to send to an animal, what Rita could hear, because every time I tried, all I got was an indecipherable ball of instincts and impulses. The only time I could make sense of Kishu’s thoughts was when she was experiencing something intense and profound, where it dominated every aspect of her mind.  Raw terror, complete contentment, utter fury, only the most intense of emotions or impulses made sense to me.


But the fact that she and Zuzu experience emotions tells me that animals aren’t what we’ve always thought them to be…which really makes me conflicted any time I eat meat.


That was one way Rita’s gift had changed her.  She doesn’t eat meat anymore, because she feels it’s like eating a sentient being, a being she can talk to and understand.  And from what I’ve read, most telepaths capable of communicating with animals are like that.  And it was just good luck for her that in this modern world we live in, there’s almost always some kind of plant out there that tastes just like the meat she used to enjoy.  There’s this bean that grows on Makan that, when they mash it and mix it with some kind of grain flour and a protein paste, cooks up and tastes almost exactly like beef, and it’s what Rita uses in place of hamburger for the dishes she has her helper unit cook for her.

But, when it comes to us, Rita never complains when we eat meat…and that’s a good thing, because Sano isn’t about to become a vegetarian.  No Shio ever will, food is too deeply entwined into their cultural identity, and Shio cuisine includes meat.


I wasn’t the only one up.  Rita was sitting at the kitchen table in a robe eating breakfast, which was a simple bowl of cereal.  [Morning.  It’s fend for yourself,] she greeted.


[Sano up?]


[Yes, I’m up, and I’ll be down in a minute,] she answered.


[I think all of us are up,] Mrima injected.  [We’ll be out for breakfast in a moment.]

We gathered at the table and talked about our impending adventure, and then we got dressed and embarked upon it.  I took off from the villa more or less right on schedule (the KMS ship had a departure time and we had to be on board before it left), and it took us nearly an hour just to get to it.  Ships that big had to orbit the planet way, way out away from it so its mass didn’t monkey with the planet’s orbit or its rotation, and the ship just got bigger and bigger and bigger and bigger as we approached.  It was sitting not far off from the entry station the Karinnes used, and behind it and the ship was the Stargate that would take us to Karis.


“Civilian skimmer, you are entering restricted military space,” a controller called to me over gravband.


I put on my headset really quick.  “I have permission to land on the KMS Saiva,” I answered.  “I’m sorry, I wasn’t given any information on how to hail the ship.  I was told they would call me.”


“We’re calling you now,” came the rather amused response.  “Your skimmer beacon ID checks out.  You have permission to land.  Come to heading 294 mark 12 and reduce to ten percent.  A zip ship is coming out to guide you to your landing bay.  Follow it.  A deck officer will direct you where to land once you’re in the landing bay.”

“294 mark 12, reducing to ten percent, understood.  Thank you, control.”


A moment later, a tiny little ship came out and flew around us, then settled into a matching course about a thousand shakra ahead.  It then blinked its running lights and turned slightly and accelerated, very slowly, and I moved to match it.  The tiny ship, which was like a bobsled with a canopy, led us towards the ship, to a huge set of open doors near the bow, beyond which was a landing bay so massive that I’d bet another line vessel could land in it.  There were other ships in there, dozens and dozens of them, as well as military battle robots, they called them mecha, of all kinds of different shapes and sizes. There were even ones based on animals, four-legged robots.


As we got closer, I started to hear it.  Commune, commune like I’d never heard before, like thousands and thousands of computers all using telepathy at the same time.  It was like a constant buzzing in my mind, and it got louder and louder as we approached the ship.  It was going too fast for me to understand it, it was nearly confusing, and I had to block it out…and there was a lot of it to block.  Was this what it was like to live around biogenic computers and machines?  To hear them communing with each other all the time?  Wow, talk about noisy.  How did the Generations on Karinne stand it?  Or were they just…used to it?

“So much commune,” Sano said from the co-pilot’s chair.


“Yeah, I know.  I’m almost getting dizzy trying to listen to it all,” I nodded.  “I’ve gotta block it out.”


The zip ship brought us through the airskin shield, and I was contacted on local by someone in the bay.  “Skimmer, land in the area where you see the blinking blue rectangle, that’s your assigned parking space.  Just to your left about two hundred shakra ahead.”

“I see it.  I’ll land in the center of the rectangle.”


“Just so, but you must land with your nose facing the bow of the ship, just like every other ship you see around you.  That’s very important.”


“Understood.”


“You have permission to exit the skimmer and move about the landing bay, but do not cross any red line on the floor, those lines mark active flight and work areas.  And don’t wander too far.  You’ll need to return to your skimmer and use your jump restraints when we pass through the Stargate.”

“Understood, uh, deck officer,” I replied hesitantly.  “Do I need to shut down, or can I just put the skimmer in gate passage mode?”


“Gate passage mode is fine,” the deck officer replied.


We landed where they told me to, requiring me to swing the ship around and back it into the spot before I landed, and I put the skimmer in gate passage mode after opening the hatch.  We then left the skimmer and looked around, while staying pretty close to it, gawking at the fighters and the exomechs, and even the bionoids.  They had a lot of bionoids in the landing bay, many of them doing work, all of them with the same female Faey face and wearing the same duty uniform.  I dared to walk as close to a parked fighter as I thought I was allowed to go, a long, sleek, nasty-looking war machine with downward sloped wings.  I remembered enough about the war to identify it as a Wolf fighter, one of the most formidable fightercraft ever built.

He’s a beauty, isn’t he? a Faey man sent to me after walking up to me.  He was wearing military armor, his helmet locked behind his neck.  I swallowed my usual aversion to Faey to be polite, mainly because I didn’t want to get Sano or her sister in trouble.

It’s a lot bigger looking up close than it looks on holo. It’s a Wolf, right?


That’s right, he answered.  Backbone of the KMS fighter corps, and this one is my baby.


You’re the pilot?


Yup, he smiled over at me.


I thought Faey men didn’t fight in the military.


In the Imperium, but the Karinnes are much more open-minded.  It’s one of the reasons why I joined the house, he answered with a smile.  We don’t get many civilians around here.  You have passage to Karis?

Yeah, a friend of ours arranged to let us land here so we can hitch a ride with the ship.


Must be someone pretty important to get you on a military warship.


I dunno, I guess, I shrugged.  Sano’s sister is a ship captain, she arranged it.  I guess that’s pretty important.


What’s her name?


Her sister?  Mikano Strongblade.

The man gave me a sudden smile.  Oh yeah, that’s important, all right, he sent with an audible laugh.  Captain Strongblade has a lot of pull in the KMS.


I guess so.  I don’t know much about that kind of stuff.  I’m just a regular person.


Well regular person, would you like to see what it’s like to sit in the secondary cockpit?


What, seriously?  I’d be allowed to do that?


Sure.  Wanna give it a go?


Sure!

We approached the fighter, and I had to step on this tiny little circular disc that came down from the cockpit, which lifted me up into it.  I sat down eagerly in the seat and was quite surprised to find almost nothing in it.  There was no flight stick, no controls, no buttons.  There were backglass displays, but they were all off.  Wow, it’s like empty.  Does this thing fly by interface?

Completely, it has no manual controls at all, in either cockpit, the pilot said, hovering up to join me, using the grav pods in his armor.  The displays winked on—no doubt he was the one doing it—and he closed the canopy, hovering just outside of it I got to see the head’s up display, which projected onto the canopy glass in front of me so it was in my field of vision when I was looking outside, and it actively followed my eyes so it was always in the same place no matter which direction I was looking.  The status of the other systems was on the backglass displays in the console, where they were on my skimmer, which had the information about the fighter that wasn’t important enough to be on the head’s up display.  He spent a good fifteen minutes showing me the systems, explaining what I was seeing and what it meant, and I was so into it that I forgot that he was a Faey.  The biggest surprise I had was that this wasn’t the actual cockpit of the fighter, it was the secondary cockpit that a second person used, a person he called a whiz…no,  wizzo.  That stood for Weapons Officer, and I learned that the wizzo operated the secondary weapon systems which allowed the fighter to have two people shooting guns at different targets at the same time, or was a dedicated mindstriker, which was a telepath trained to use their talent as a weapon in battle.


He let me get a look at the real cockpit, and holy crap.  I’m glad I wasn’t claustrophobic, because it was nothing but a tiny little hole with gel backing that you entered from the belly of the fighter.  The pilot told me that the pilot was sealed inside, and that you couldn’t move at all, the backing compacted down and held you absolutely immobile.  And that would have freaked me out, if not for the fact that he also said that the pilot merges up into the fighter, controls it by merge, which means that pilots weren’t using their body anyway.  They wouldn’t even be aware of it while they were merged to the fighter.


Well, that explained why KMS fighter pilots were so nasty.  They flew their fighters by merge, not just by interface, and they were doing it back when everyone else was still using manual controls.  They had to be absolute terrors in combat.


Going through the Stargate was really interesting, because we had to strap into the skimmer in full jump restraints.  Really big ships couldn’t go through the gate fast, and the gate sucked them in when they did, making them speed up, so it was like some kind of carnival ride when we went through.


But, it was a good thing we were in the skimmer, because we were on our way from the ship not long after going through the gate.  The ship couldn’t get too close to the planet because of its mass—just like it had been sitting away from Earth when we boarded—and it was going somewhere else anyway.  It was going to Karis’ moon, which had a military base on it.  We were going to the planet, so we were given permission to launch and made our way to Karis.


And boy was it different from Earth.  For one, they had a lot more flight restrictions there, including me having to nearly go halfway around the planet to enter a civilian flight corridor.  And that mattered, because I was specifically warned that any deviation from civilian flight lanes would get the skimmer fired upon by automated weapon platforms that orbited the planet.


No warning.


So, I was understandably nearly anal about making sure I stayed in the civilian lane, coming down into the atmosphere in a controlled descent as we came down over an ocean, and then the city of Karis appeared over the horizon as we came down into the thicker air of low altitude.  The city was really big, sitting on the east coast of a continent in the southern hemisphere.  The city sat in the sub-tropical zone of the planet’s climate, and from what Rahne said, the weather pattern gave Karsa nearly the same kind of climate as Hawaii.  It was almost the same temperature year round, with very little deviation between summer and winter.  The seasons in Karsa were defined by the rainfall, not the temperature, with the late winter and spring being very rainy and the late summer and early autumn being very dry.  The city sat along the coast, which curved gently inward so the edges of the city stuck out farther than the middle, and it sat along a section of coastline that made the city run primarily from east to west rather than from north to south, with the ocean to the north of the city.  That was kind of like Los Angeles, which sat in a way that the Pacific was to the south.  The city was dominated by mega-buildings, but those buildings were built in an odd way that caused them to all almost reach the same height, and that height wasn’t much taller than the center of the city.  In nearly the exact center of the city, there was a nearly unimaginably massive tree whose canopy spread out over kilometers, and it was one of three trees that I could see as we approached the city.  There were trees to the east and to the west of that central tree, with the tree in the center and the tree to the east of it close enough that their canopies came very close to overlapping.  The tree to the west sat mainly by itself, sitting over a part of the city that looked purely residential.  It was dominated by conventional houses and smaller buildings, where the tree in the center and to the east competed with giant skyscrapers for space in the sky.

I’ve seen pictures of those trees before.  They were called oye trees, and they only grew on two planets in the entire galaxy, Imbria and Karis.  Those trees produced fruits of the same name, which were one of the favorite foods of both humans and Faey.  And those two trees that were nearly touching were more or less famous.  No picture of Karsa I’ve ever seen was taken without those trees being prominently in the shot.  Those trees were part of the city’s identity.

The tree that surprised me was the one by itself over to the west.  That one, I had no idea was there.


We got a lot closer to those trees that I was expecting when we got landing instructions.  The Merchant District of Karsa, we found out, was under the central tree.  It sat at the base of very large, low hill, and the tree was planted at the very top of it.  The base of the tree was a restricted area, my nav told me as we came in to land.  That was the capitol complex of Karis, where the government had its offices.


We landed on a large platform beside a 40 story building that was a Moridon bank, right in the heart of the Merchant District.  The district held both the shops for which it was famous and also the planetary headquarters for a lot of corporations, all mixed in together.  There was a much smaller area within the district that was called the Shopping District, which was famous all over the Confederation for the large number of shops that it held that sold just about anything you could imagine.  But there were tons and tons and tons of other shops and stores in the Merchant District outside of the Shopping District, and the district as a whole was considered to be the ultimate hardcore shopper’s Nirvana.


Here, in this district that sat on about 17 square kilometers of land in the heart of Karsa, you could find almost anything for sale…if you had the patience to look for it.  There were stories of those lucky few who were allowed to come here spending their entire vacations without ever leaving the Merchant District, exploring its thousands of shops to find some of the most interesting and exotic merchandise available in the Confederation.


We didn’t have a week.  We had a day.  And that day was going to start as soon as we got off the skimmer.


At least we didn’t lose time waiting for Rahne. She, Adam, and their son were standing on the edge of the pad waiting for us, and with them was a Shio woman that I recognized as Sano’s sister, Captain Mikano Strongblade.  Sano ran into her sister’s embrace as soon as I opened the hatch.  [I had no idea you were going to be here, Mikki!] Sano gushed.


[I wanted to surprise you.  And by the veil, it’s so good to hear you commune.]


[You certainly sound like you’ve been doing it your whole life.]


[She’s had a lot of teachers around,] Rahne noted lightly as I shut down the skimmer.  Rita, Mrima, and her cubs filed out as I finished shutdown, greeting Rahne and Adam and meeting Mikano.  [I’m glad you two were able to make it,] Rahne told the cubs, leaning down and taking their hands.

[No way were we missing this,] Mrijin declared.


[Truth, brother,] Mralla agreed.


I came out to join them, and the first thing I noticed was…was how clean Karsa smelled.  Jacksonville smelled like a city, but the air here in Karsa was clean, nearly sweet, with no smell of concrete and human detritus.  The smell was like the city wasn’t even here, like this was a sun-kissed grassy plain rather than a jungle of plascrete, metal, and glass.  I could smell oye, I could smell the tree high above us, and its scent seemed to neutralize the smell of construction and technological advancement.


And there was more to it than that.  I slowed to a stop and looked up, and I could feel…something.  This place was like no planet I’ve been on, and I’ve been on a lot more of them than the average human because I own a skimmer.  It was like a glow that you couldn’t see emanating from the city, one that was comforting and pleasing.  It was a feeling that I was welcome here, I was welcome here and I was safe here.


[Kevin?]  Kevin?  Kevin!  “Kevin!” Sano’s voice touched my ears, and I felt her hand on my shoulder.  “Are you alright?”


“I…yeah,” I said, blinking.  The feeling faded.  “The air here smells…it smells like oye.  And there’s something else, something I can’t quite put my finger on.”


[I told you this city wasn’t like anything you’d ever visited before,] Rahne communed with a smile.


[It’s not that.  There’s a sense of, of…security here.  I can’t explain it.  Usually everywhere I go, I feel vulnerable, but not here.  This place, it makes me feel like the bed you slept in when you were a child, a place that’s warm and comfy and you knew that your parents were just a call away, ready to come running if you needed them.]

Rahne gave me a curious look, and Adam gave a soft chuckle.  [It’s felt that way since the pandemic started,] he supplied.  [There’s a feeling in the city like everyone isn’t a stranger.  We new Generations see each other, we see strangers in the streets who feel like family to us.  Maybe that’s what you’re sensing.  Rahne said you’re a damn strong telepath, you may be way more sensitive than we are to things like that.]

[May be,] I communed musingly, then I smiled and looked at Sano when she took my hand.  [So, ready to do some hardcore Christmas shopping?]

[You know it,] she replied with a smile.


We had a pretty awesome time.  Rahne, Adam, and Mikano knew the district very well, so they took us to a large variety of shops, from the conventional to the bizarre to the outrageous.  Most of the shops in he district weren’t big department stores, they were smaller stores that offered a narrower, more focused array of goods.  That meant that you had to go to multiple shops, but that was part of the fun when it came to a place like this.  Every shop was a little world, decorated differently, offering different wares, and they were run by different species.

That was something that was so different from home.  We had other species in Jacksonville, but they were very much a minority.  The city was predominantly human, and you’d see a different face every once in a while.  But here, almost every face was different.  Karsa was more like the Academy than Jacksonville, a place where hundreds of different species shared the sidewalk.  Every person I found myself beside in a shop was different, and many of them I had never seen before, not even in pictures or on viddy.  There were pretty species, ugly species, people covered in fur, people with scales, even some with feathers.  There were ones who didn’t come up to my belt, and ones that were so big that they had trouble getting in through the shop’s door.

And all of them, every single one of them, was a Generation.  And that made them feel, feel like they were family.  I didn’t once feel uncertain or intimidated by any face I may see, even if that face was well over my own, or had a mouth filled with dagger-like teeth.  No matter how anyone I met looked, no matter what race or species they might be, they were Generations, and that made us all related.

Maybe Adam was right.  Maybe that sense of inclusion was so prevalent here on Karis that it was like a telepathic residue that I could pick up, because I admittedly am a very strong telepath.


And one of the benefits of being a telepath was that I could separate from the others to hunt for presents without them knowing what they were without being out of contact with them.  We all more or less scattered across the Merchant District, but we kept in constant contact with each other.  Rahne, Adam, and Mikano were still guiding us to the stores that might hold things we’d be interested in buying, but they were doing it by sending us directions and even images by telepathy, or they were uploading directions to our interfaces using their own.


I managed to find some pretty cool stuff in the three hours I was shopping, by myself so the others didn’t know what I’d bought. I got Rita these awesome wind chimes made out of some unique kind of crystal.  Wind chimes were a major part of Aridai culture, and there was an entire shop run by an Aridai that was devoted to the many kinds of wind chimes they had, which had different cultural and religious significance.  What they all shared was that when they were played by the wind, they were almost mesmerizing.  Rita adored stuff for her villa, so I knew she’d like them.  I also got her a fishing rod designed to be used from the shore of a beach, because she’d really gotten into fishing after the pandemic, and they were fishing just for extra food.  She was still fishing, now because she enjoyed doing it, not because she wanted more than emergency rations for dinner.  And since I was spending some credits on Mrima and the others, I made sure to also buy Rita something a bit pricy and really nice, and that was something I’d already acquired.  I’d bought one of Sarko Ven’s works, something that I knew for a fact that Rita liked because she’d seen a picture of it I showed her when I told her about him.  Since she liked the portrait, I bought it from him before he sent it to a gallery for display and sale.


And because I was a friend of his, Sarko Ven sold it to me on the cheap…compared to what he usually got for his paintings.


I got Mrima a somewhat pricy Pai-sized jeweled locket in the human style that had an image of her late husband inside it on one side and a picture of her cubs on the other, the image of her late husband something I could share with the jeweler with telepathy.  She’d shown me a picture of him, and I shared that memory with the jeweler so he could engrave it into the locket.


I have to admit, the training I’d done in telepathy had fundamentally changed how my memory worked.  Since I wanted to learn how to insert languages, my teachers had been training me in how to use telepathy with memory, and the memories I worked with doing that were much more detailed than if I recalled them the normal way.  What I did was effectively “store” that memory like data in a computer inside my own brain and share it with the jeweler, rather than remember it like a normal memory.  That gave the jeweler a picture-quality image to use with the locket, rather than a memory that may have been altered by time or my personal bias.


The cubs were easy to buy for.  What I got them were hoverscooters, which were small personal hoverbike-like vehicles that would let them get around on campus much faster.  The scooters were normal size with the controls sized for a Pai, including having interface control ability so they didn’t need to use the controls at all.  That would give them some cargo space to carry stuff around campus, which was often an issue for a race as small as the Pai.

For Sano, I bought something available on Karis but not on Earth due to demand, and something that she’d both be overjoyed to have and probably hate me for buying for her, and that was a bionoid.  I found a bionoid store in the district that could have a moleculartronic bionoid built and shipped to Sano before Christmas, and I used my detailed and extensive memories of her, as well as her biometric data I’d surreptitiously acquired for just such an opportunity, to make sure that the bionoid was as close to an exact duplicate as possible.  Now, it wouldn’t be absolutely exact, because they had to have pictures of you naked in order to do that, and asking for something like that would get me kicked in the face.  But I’d done well in getting as much biometric info on her as I could without crossing the line, so that the bionoid she’d get would be 98% identical to her.  And she could have the bionoid upgraded to fix that 2% on her own.


I bought Sano a bionoid before I bought one for myself.  What a world.


Shopping for Rahne and Adam wasn’t easy, because the honest truth was, they were rich.  Like seriously rich.  So they already had all kinds of stuff, as well as the money to buy what they wanted.  But, I did find something I thought they’d really like, and something that proved that you could really buy just about anything in Karsa.  I found a shop that sold reproductions of historical objects and artifacts, and I had them create for me a unique coat of arms and a plaid pattern for a fictional new Scottish clan, the MacKarinnes. I had them make a tapestry with the coat of arms, put it on a shield, and had them make a traditional tartan worn by a dressing dummy that Rahne could display in her house.  The colors on the crest of the House of Karinne were blue, white, black, and gold, so I had them use those colors in the tartan.

The Keelo that ran the shop was quite intrigued about the idea of creating something new but with roots in historical fact, and he really enjoyed creating a tartan pattern and a coat of arms in the same style used by the Scottish clans of that time period.  He had to do a lot of looking up stuff on Civnet, but once he knew the background, he did a fantastic job with the crest and tartan pattern.


There was a reason for that.  Since I was her friend, Rahne had told me that she had absolutely no memory of her life on Earth before coming to Karis.  She had been one of the people that the Trillanes abducted to turn into slaves, one of the people that had been hidden in the Urumi empire for years after the Trillanes were kicked off Earth.  The Trillanes had completely wiped her memory—this was before she was a telepath—so her only memories, and the only life she’d ever known, was of Karis.  The Grand Duke had taken her in and made her like his own sister, given her a new family that would look out for her, and he was the only family she had ever known.  That was why they were so close.  But they did know that she was from Scotland, if they didn’t know exactly who she was and where in Scotland she came from, and that was enough to have the history place create her own clan colors and crest, to let her establish her own history and traditions that honored where she came from but also recognized that she was where she wanted to be.


I respect and admire the Grand Duke Karinne for many reasons, but that may be the biggest one right there.  He had taken in a woman he didn’t know and made her part of his family purely because she needed him.  It said everything that needed to be said about what kind of man Jason Karinne really was.

Because some of the stuff I bought was pretty big, I arranged to have it shipped, so I only brought a couple of already wrapped boxes back to the skimmer when we were all done.  It was late afternoon when we met back at the skimmer.  The others had done the same, they were only carrying a couple of small things, and had arranged to have the bigger stuff shipped to Earth.  [It’s dining hour,] Mikano declared, referring to the traditional time in Shio society when one ate dinner.  [How about we go to my favorite restaurant?]

[Sure, I’m hungry,] Mrima declared.


Where she took us surprised me.  It was a small café on the northwest edge of the city, just a few blocks from the beach and also only a few blocks from the trunk of the oye tree that loomed over the west side of the city, a place she said was owned and operated by one of her friends.  It seemed that Rahne knew them too, because she greeted the Shio that came out to meet them when they entered with a laugh and a hug.  [You here alone, Merra?] Rahne asked, holding her out at arm’s length.


[Seido’s at home, it’s her turn to cook dinner,] she replied.  [Salyk and Deno are in the kitchen.]


[Oh no, you’re the one cooking for this group,] Rahne smiled at her.  [These are my friends from Terra, Merra.  May I introduce Kevin, Mikano’s sister Sano, Rita, Mrima, Mralla, and Mrijin?] 


[I’d be happy to cook for the friends of one of my best friends!] she announced with honest warmth threaded through her thought.  [Come in, come in!  Sit and look over the menu, tell me what you want!]

There were too many of us to fit at one table, so we pushed two tables together.  Like the other Shio restaurants Sano had taken me to, their menu was very large and filled with pictures of the dishes they served, hand-written in Shio.  Which I could read thanks to my language insertion.  They cooked stuff from all over the Confederation in this small café, with a menu even larger than most big fancy restaurants.


“Oooh, she offers simlai!” Sano said aloud in a hushed tone after she went back to the kitchen for a minute.  “We should try that, Kevin!  It’s really hard to make right!”


“She makes fantastic simlai, sis, you won’t be disappointed,” Mikano told her.


I’d learned long ago not to ask what a food was when it came to Shio.  “Alright, I’ll give it a shot,” I said.


It turned out, simlai was a fish-based dish that was served drizzled with what almost looked like caramel, but was actually a rich, nutty flavored sauce that really popped with the texture of the fish.  It was really, really good.  She served it with traditional Shio vegetables on the side, but had included Makati ruga roots with the side dishes, which I rather like.  But, I didn’t see what the big deal was about cooking a fish flank, and it made me curious enough to ask about it.  [Why is it so hard to make if it’s just a flank of fish meat?] I dared ask Sano privately.


[Because simlai is like those stinkbug insects on Terra you complain about.  The fish has a bunch of acidic glands in it that makes anything that eats the fish regret it.  If you don’t prepare it just right, the glands get ruptured and it makes it taste like a rancid, moldy boot, on top of burning your mouth.  But if you manage to prepare it without rupturing any glands, you get some of the most delicious fish you’ll ever eat. This simlai is prepared semu go, which means she removed the glands while she prepared it, which is really, really hard for a chef to do.  If she prepared it semu roch, then the glands would still be in the fish and it would be our responsibility to not bite into them.  It makes the meal much more of an adventure,] she communed impishly.

[You Shio really will eat just about anything,] I accused with a smile at her.


[We’re at the top of the food chain for a reason, baby,] she replied shamelessly.


After eating, we ended up somewhere I never believed I’d be.  Rahne said that we’d been invited to the beach, and much to my shock and surprise, the beach in question was the private beach of the Grand Duke!  I had no idea where we were going, we just followed along behind Rahne and Adam and their son as they walked us down a street, until we came to a fence that had an opening guarded by Faey women in black armor.  They let us in without a word, and I found myself looking at the trunk of the oye tree after we came around what looked like a small barracks-style building.  Sitting on a bench beside the trunk was the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, with a strange heavily-built cat-like creature sitting beside him.  The Grand Duke was only wearing a pair of black shorts and flip-flop style sandals, showing off a muscular torso.  It took me a moment to realize that the cat wasn’t a pet or an animal, it was a very rare race called the Parri, which I had only ever seen in pictures.  The Parri had white lines and symbols drawn on its body, and the only thing it wore was a leather strap around its waist that held a small pouch.  What I remembered about the Parri that makes them so unusual is that they’re not fully bipedal.  They can stand up on their back legs, and they do so to talk to people, but they can’t walk that way. Their bodies aren’t built for walking on two legs.  They have to walk around on all fours.


It was a bit of a shock to meet Jason Karinne face to face.  I’d only ever met him in the game.  I was surprised that he was much taller than I expected—he has to be 190 centimeters easy—and he’s freakin’ buff.  I didn’t think a planetary ruler would have arms that big, or a washboard stomach.  The man works out, and I mean he majorly works out.  He’s got the build of a football player, and I mean beyond the muscle.  He has the body frame of an athlete, with wide shoulders and chest and lean hips, which make him look sleek and powerful.  If I had no idea who he was, I’d look at him and immediately think this guy plays sports, and might even be a pro athlete.

“G-Grand Duke Karinne,” Rita stammered as she shook his hand, after he introduced himself.  “Thank you so much for all your help.”


“It’s no more than what you deserved, Rita,” he replied aloud, with a gentle smile.  He then shook my hand, but I was more focused on the Parri sitting beside his bench.  It rose up on its hind legs, and I was quite surprised that it towered over us.  It was well over two meters tall when standing upright!  The Parri nearly pushed the Grand Duke out of the way and startled me by putting its thick-fingered hand under my chin, holding it with two fingers as it made me look up at it.  “Shaman?”


“What are you called?” the Parri asked me.


“Uh, Kevin,” I answered, a bit unsettled.  “Kevin Ball.”


“What’s wrong, shaman?” the Grand Duke asked.


“Nothing, Jason Karinne,” it replied in a soothing voice.  “Kevin Ball, what did you smell when you first came here?”

I looked up at it, a bit confused.  “Oye fruit,” I said uncertainly.  “I’ve never been this close to an oye tree before, I had no idea they were so fragrant.”


“That’s odd, I didn’t smell anything,” Sano mused.


“That is understandable,” the Parri said.  “I will attend the matter.  Jason Karinne, might I ask for you to let me return to the village in one of your iron birds for a brief time, and then return?  There is a task I must perform.”


“Of course, shaman.  I’ll have Dera fly you home,” he answered.


“That would be delightful, I enjoy her company,” she said.  “Please, do not let your guests leave until I return.”

“I’ll see to it.”  I watched the Parri drop to all fours and amble towards the barracks building, and I had no idea what the hell just happened.


“Okay, that was…something,” Rita said, voicing my own confusion.


“Parri are Parri, Rita,” Rahne said lightly.  “I’ve known the shaman for years, and I still dinna’ understand her one whit.”


“The Parri are mystics, Rita,” the Grand Duke said.  “In a way, they live in an entirely different world than the rest of us.  But I’ve come to learn that the world they see is no less real than the world we do,” he added, putting his hand over the tattoo on his shoulder.  “There are things that they can see, things that they can do, that are very real.  I’m still looking for some other way to describe it than magic, because it almost seems like it.”


“Who’s to say that magic isn’t real?” Sano said.  “There are tons of old stories in Shio folklore about magic, and most old stories like that usually have some basis in truth.”


“That’s a pretty healthy way to look at the world,” the Grand Duke told her with a chuckle.  “I’ve been studying with the Parri to understand their world, but it’s been very slow going.  But I will say that it’s certainly been an eye-opening experience,” he added ruefully.  “Anyway, I’m glad you accepted my invitation.  I wanted to see you and talk to you guys a bit before you go back to Terra.”

“I’m a little surprised you even remember who we are, your Grace,” I said honestly.


He smiled at me.  “Of course I remember you, all of you,” he chided me gently.  “And I’m very happy that you and Rita have found a much better place in life than where you were,” he added.  “You guys are stuck here until the shaman returns, so why don’t you come down to the beach?  You can meet some of my friends and family and relax a little while before you go home.”


The beach, well, that was a bit of a shock.  It never occurred to me that a human Grand Duke would adopt Faey customs, because everyone was running around on the beach naked.  There were almost two dozen kids and teenagers running around, most of them Faey but a handful with human skin tones but pointed ears, marking them as having both human and Faey parents.  It was a bit of a shock to see naked little children playing in the surf, making sand castles, sitting on towels in the late afternoon, as the sun crept towards the horizon behind the tree.  Both me and Sano were a little taken aback by it, since it was so different from human and Shio cultural norms.  And it was hard to know where to look when I was being introduced to naked women.  The fact that they were Faey wasn’t putting me off nearly as much as the fact that they were naked.

And even the kids didn’t see anything wrong with it.  One of them, who looked like she was only like four, boldly asked why I was wearing clothes on the beach…and holy God, her commune was insanely powerful!  I could feel it, it was almost like her thought was reverberating inside my own skull when she asked why I was wearing clothes.  Was this what the original Generations were?  No wonder they were so feared by the rest of the Confederation!

I ended up just sitting on a beach blanket down away from most of the others, leaning back on my hands and watching the waves crash onto the shoreline.  I didn’t know any of these people, and most of them were Faey, so that made me feel uncomfortable.  Not even them being Generations made me feel completely comfortable, and at least they had the consideration to leave me be.  Rita, Sano, and Mrima and the cubs were chatting with the people, and I was happy they were enjoying themselves.  But talking to strangers isn’t really my thing, and I don’t think it ever will be.  Not even being a Generation has really changed me in that regard all that much.  But it seemed that not absolutely everyone was willing to just leave me alone.  A Faey girl that looked to be about fifteen flopped down beside me.  She had dark gray hair and rather pretty violet colored eyes, and was naked like everyone else, which made me a tiny bit uncomfortable.  [Uncle Jason said that you’re the Xen!] she communed excitedly.  [Is that for real?]

[Well, I suppose, if you’re talking about CO.]


[Of course I am!  I love your viddies!] she gushed, looking over at me with an earnest smile.  [Everyone at school that plays thinks you’re absolutely awesome!]


[Wait, teenagers play?  Only adults play on Earth, only adults can get jacks.]


[We have tech that lets us get around needing a jack,] she replied.  [At least before. Now it doesn’t matter, everyone can play.  You don’t need a jack to merge to a biogenic vidlink.]


[Oh.  I didn’t think about that, I suppose,] I replied evenly.  [We don’t have biogenics on Earth.]


[I can’t believe you’re actually here!  Uncle Jason said he knew you, but you can never tell how serious he is about anything,] she nearly accused.


[Why would it matter?]


[You’re famous here on Karis!] she told me with a beaming smile.  [Everyone I know that plays CO watches your viddies and your streams!  They’re gonna be so jealous when I tell them I met you in real life!]

Well, that scattered me.  I looked down at her, honestly taken aback.  It never occurred to me that those numbers I see on my Arena page and in my stream display were…like…real people.  Like with names and faces.  To me, they were like Civnet people, people I knew were people, but didn’t seem more than ephemeral entities that only existed online.


[I think you’re being generous,] I countered modestly.


[Not even. I’m Sami, by the way.]

[Kevin.  Nice to meet you,] I returned, offering my hand, if a bit awkwardly.


She took it, her smile unchanging.  [What’s it like to be a Djinn in the game?  We’ve all had tons of arguments about it. I think it makes you feel different, but my sister thinks you feel the same.]


[Well, it’s kinda both,] I answered.  [I don’t feel any different from normal when I’m in Djinn form, but since I’m way taller like that and I don’t put my feet on the ground, it feels a little different from that perspective.]


[What secrets did you find in Madra Ban that you didn’t put in the viddies?  There’s gotta be a couple,] she communed eagerly.


And that started nearly an hour of conversation about Citadel Online, of all things.  This teenager Sami surprised me with how much she knew about the game, and really surprised me with how much she knew about Xen.  She really must have watched just about every viddy and stream I’ve ever done.  We sat there as the sun set and lights came on that lit up the beach, long enough for me to kinda get numb to the idea that I was sitting there talking to a naked teenage girl, and even long enough to get used to the idea that she’s Faey.  But then again, she’s just a kid, so she’s not as intimidating to me as adult Faey are.  She probably wasn’t even alive when I was on the farm, so it wasn’t her fault, and it would be wrong of me to blame her for what happened to me.  We stayed there so long that most of the other people went back to their houses, and for Sami’s mother to come looking for her, a woman with nearly white hair and a gentle smile who was named Maya.

Once I said my goodbyes to Sami, after she all but browbeat me into giving her my interface ID so she could call me, I ended up sitting in the living room of the Grand Duke Jason Karinne and feeling like I had no business being there.  He and his wife, a Faey woman named Jyslin, were sitting on a couch chatting with Rita and Mrima when I came in, and we were joined by Sano and her sister Mikano not long after I came in.  I did my best to avoid conversation, and thankfully, nobody really pressed me to talk to them.  Rita and Mrima knew how I felt about being around strangers, and it seemed that the Grand Duke and his wife did as well, because they more or less left me alone.


I didn’t have to sit there for very long, though, because the Parri returned.  She padded into the room on all fours, and she wasn’t alone.  A smaller Parri was with her, one that didn’t have all those white stripes and symbols on it, and that smaller Parri came right over to me and rose up on its hind legs, towering over me.  Even though it was smaller than the other one, it was still bloody big when it was standing upright.  I wasn’t entirely sure what they were about, because the first thing it said was nonsensical.  “There is much I can do,” was all it said, in a voice that hinted to me that maybe it was also a female.  In this modern world, assuming a species’ gender was usually a bad idea.


“Do?  About what?” I asked in confusion.


They completely ignored me.  The smaller one made me stand up by pulling on my elbow, and to my shock, she took hold of my shirt tail and started pulling it up.  That incited an immediate and nearly violent reaction as I grabbed my shirt and held it fast, because to show my bare torso would mean exposing the savage, disfiguring scars that are scattered over my chest, stomach, and back.  “Gently, Kevin Ball,” the bigger one said in a soothing voice.  “Among the things she can do for you is remove the scars that dim the light that radiates from your heart.  But she must be able to see them.”


“How did—“ I started, then I recoiled from the smaller one when she tried to lift my shirt again, tearing a piece of it away.


“Shaman, you know I would usually never gainsay you, but I have to here,” the Grand Duke spoke up, standing.  “If you want her to examine him, doing it in a public room is the wrong way to go about it. The scars on his chest and back are something he doesn’t like letting anyone else see.  Kevin, would you object to letting her examine you in private?  That way it’s just you and her.  And she won’t tell anyone what she sees.  Ever,” he said in a strong, reassuring voice.


“Why?  Why do you want to look at them?” I challenged.


“To remove them,” the smaller one answered calmly, putting one of those big hands on the pouch tied to her waist by a cord.  “There is a remedy known by the Parri that removes scars from the skin.”


That made me gape at her, and my mind raced.  Remove the scars?  The Medical Service offered to remove them, but I wouldn’t let them anywhere near me, not after what they did to me, how they treated me.  They said it would require surgery, and there was no way in bloody blue hell I was going to go into the hospital, to be under their control like that.  How was this Parri going to remove my scars?


And did I want them to?  The scars were a part of me, even if they were a part of me that I wouldn’t allow anyone else to see.  The scar on my face, that meant something to me because it was my memorial to the friend that I killed, but the ones on my chest, my stomach, my back, those are testaments to the cruelty that we faced on the farms, a visible symbol of the brutality that we endured.  I was ashamed of those scars, I didn’t let anyone see them, because in a way, they reminded me of my own weakness.


Did I want them removed?


I looked at Sano, and I realized that I did.  I would never let her see those scars, see what they did to me, but there would come a time when she would have to see them.  If I wanted to deepen our relationship, there would come a time when I would have to bare my scars to her, both psychological and physical.  If I ever wanted to marry her, I had to show her all of me, and I was terrified that she would see the scars that I kept hidden and be repulsed by them.

For Sano, for the chance to be with Sano, I would do it.


“I…alright,” I said, looking Sano in the eyes, and I saw her expression change slightly.


She stood up and approached me.  “I’ll go with you,” she offered, taking my hand.


“No! No, Sano, you don’t under—”


“I do understand, Kevin,” she said in a gentle voice, putting a hand on my upper chest.  “But I’m not afraid to see them.  I want to see them, Kevin.  I want to fully understand who you are, and the only way I’ll ever know is if I see them before the Parri heal them.  They’re not going to change how I think about you, not one bit.  If anything, they’ll make me respect you that much more, that you managed to survive to be the wonderful man I know despite everything they did to you to try to break you.”


“Sano!” I said in shock, gaping at her.


“I’m not afraid, Kevin,” she said to me, putting her hand on my face, placing her palm over my interface and the scar that was hidden beneath it.  “And I don’t want you to be afraid of me, in any way.”


What could I possibly say to that?  I looked into her eyes, and I could see how serious she was about it.  And I can say that there was only one person in this universe that could have talked me into that.  But I wasn’t about to surrender to her quite that easily.  “It will change what you think of me, Sano,” I told her as the others went absolutely silent.  “What they did to me…you have no idea what they did to me.  Once, Sano, they staked me to the ground and ran a plow over me.  It nearly cut me in half,” I said in a charged voice.  “Can you imagine what kind of scar that leaves?  There’s no way you can see what they did to me and ever think that I could be normal again.  If you saw what they did to me, you’d never talk to me again.”

“When you told me about how you got this scar, I didn’t run away,” she said, taking off my interface and putting her fingers over the scar on my face.  “And what could have been worse for you than this?” she asked sliding a finger along the scar.  “So, I’m asking you, Kevin.  Let me be there.  Let me see, so when they’re gone, you’ll know that I’m still here even after I’ve seen the worst of you.”


I stared at her, my mind a whirlwind of fear and apprehension, but in the end, there wasn’t really anything I could say to that.  All I could do was hope and pray to God that she was being serious, and that she wouldn’t run screaming from the room after I took my shirt off.  “Alright,” I said, in a bare whisper and with my heart in my eyes as I looked at her.


The Grand Duke took us to another room, an empty room that had mats on the floor that looked like a  small dance studio room, and the Parri had me sit down in the center of the room.  The only other person in the room was Sano, who was sitting beside me.  The Parri then deliberately leaned down and took hold of my shirt, and I blew out my breath and let her take it off me.  I couldn’t see her after that, because she went behind me and I think she sat down, and I felt her pad-covered hand touch my shoulder.  Sano gave me a long, reassuring look, then she leaned back and looked behind me.  And to her credit, I didn’t hear her scream, or even gasp.  She was quiet, holding my hand as she looked at the scars on my back.


There were several there, with the tiller blade scar being the largest and most gruesome.  But there were others, reminders of times when I was burned, sprayed with acid, cut with blades and farm tools.  Some were accidents, some were deliberate.  There were even more of them on my chest and stomach, and still more on my arms and legs, but the ones there are more accidents than they were deliberately inflicted, demonstrating just how dangerous it was to be a farm worker when your overseers don’t give a damn about safety, or even if you live or die.


“These can be remedied,” the Parri announced, her hand strong and warm and actually comforting as I felt it slide over my shoulder, then down my back.  “But this one will take some time to remove,” she added, touching the tiller blade scar.


“How will you remove them? If I may ask,” Sano said, looking up at the Parri.


“A poultice holding special herbs and medicines that I will apply to the scars,” she answered.  “They will break down the scar tissue and return it to healthy skin and tissue, as well as cause his flesh to fill in the void left by the scars, removing all trace of them.  I will apply it to the scars and wrap them so the poultice is protected and can do its work.  After some time, the wrappings will dissolve to the point where they break, and when that happens, the poultice will have done its work and the scars will be gone.”


“Just like that?”


“Of course,” she said calmly.  “The wrappings will need to remain for some several days to give the poultice time to do its work.  So it will not be overnight.  But with time, the poultice will remedy these scars.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” I said.


“I’d like to help,” Sano said.  “May I?”


“Yes, you may,” the Parri said.  “My expertise is needed to mix the poultice, not to apply it.”

I sat there and felt equal parts terrified and bolstered as Sano dropped all pretenses and looked at the scars.  I felt her hands on my back, I felt her touch the scar across my shoulder blades, a touch that was both hot and gentle.  I bowed my head and tried to get my emotions under control as I allowed the one person I care about most in the world look at a part of me I never wanted her to see, never wanted her to know was there.  I kept expecting her to get up and walk out of the room, never to see her again, but her hands never left my back.


Eventually, she spoke, and what she said surprised me.  “How in the six bells of Seklo did you survive this?” she asked, touching the scar over my shoulder blades.


“I technically didn’t,” I replied woodenly.  “The doctors said I died three times before and during the surgery to save my life, but they managed to revive me.  The blade severed my spine and lacerated both of my lungs.  It came within a hair of cutting some major artery coming out of my heart that would have made me bleed to death in seconds if it had been cut.  I spent nearly a month in the hospital, and most of that time was spent in a body cast to keep me from moving while I healed.”


“And the doctors didn’t stop it?  They didn’t do anything?” she asked, nearly outraged.


“They didn’t care.  I told them what they were doing to us, and they just shipped me back to the farm after they put me back together.  That’s why I don’t like the Medical Service.  They knew what was happening to us, and they didn’t stop it.  They let it happen.  And the way the Faey worship doctors, they would never believe it even if we spoke out.  They’d probably try to kill us for daring to say something bad about doctors.  That’s why we’ve never said anything.”

“I want to say that you’re wrong…but I don’t think I can,” she said in a quiet voice.

She didn’t ask any more questions, but I could tell that she wanted to.  She touched every scar on my back, from the smallest to the largest, and she looked at the scars on my chest when the Parri moved her out of the way, just before she began applying her poultice.  It smelled very nice, like flowers and honey and oye, and it was surprisingly warm when I felt her apply it to my skin.  It was a paste, a honey-colored paste that almost looked like oatmeal, which she smeared liberally onto my back, starting with the ghastly scar across my shoulder blades.  She set another jar of it in front of Sano, and I got to enjoy, in a strange way, her applying it to the scars on my chest.  At least after she asked how to do it, learning that it had to be applied in a thick layer.  [How does that feel?] she asked, her thought gentle and kind and concerned.


[It feels warm, and it’s getting warmer as it sits on my skin,] I answered, looking down as she covered over a long scar on my left chest, which had been made by a sharp piece of metal.  That had been an accident.  [At least it smells nice.  I won’t mind smelling it until I can clean it off.]


[It smells like flowers,] she agreed, bringing the jar close to her nose. [I just wonder how it’s supposed to work.  How can something that looks like Terran cottage cheese heal a scar?]


[I’m not sure, but I’m sure I wouldn’t understand even if she told me,] I answered.

[I can’t imagine how much some of these hurt,] she communed, her thought laced with compassion and…and…and something else.  An emotion that I couldn’t easily identify.  She finished applying the stuff to one scar, then dipped her fingers into the jar and started smearing it over another.


[I don’t like to think about it, even now,] I answered honestly.  [Not all of them were deliberately inflicted.  Most of the ones on my chest, arms, and legs are from accidents, but that didn’t make them hurt any less.  That one was from a saw blade.]

[I don’t even want to ask how it cut your chest,] she mused, almost grimly.


[Just me being stupid.  When your parents told you not to run with scissors, what happened to me was the kind of thing that they were warning you about.]

She looked at me, then despite it all, she giggled.  [At least you can put some of this into perspective,] she communed as she gave me a gentle, dazzling smile.


[I could lie and say it was some fluke accident, but the honest truth was, I tripped and fell while carrying a saw blade.  And it did what saw blades are supposed to do, cut things.]


[Then maybe we should leave this one, to remind you to be more careful,] she teased gently, her eyes telling me that she wasn’t being serious.


[I really don’t care one way or the other.  I’m doing this for you,] I admitted, looking into her eyes.  [So you don’t have to see them ever again.  So you don’t think I’m too damaged to be with.]

Her eyes softened, and she leaned forward and gave me a very gentle, soft kiss on the lips.  [What I think doesn’t matter, Kevin.  You are perfect so long as you are what you want to be,] she told me, and with us touching, with her kissing me, I knew she was being completely serious.  Skin to skin contact made telepathy stronger, and with us touching, I could see more into her mind than normal.  [If you want to remove the scars, that’s fine.  If you don’t, that’s fine too.  All that matters to me is that you feel comfortable being who you are.]


[All I want to be is what makes you want to be with me,] I told her.


[Then just be you, Kevin.  Be the kind, sweet, occasionally naïve, adorably dorky man that I’ve loved more and more every day since we met in Freeport,] she answered, which sent an electric thrill right all the way down to my soul.  I could feel it in her commune, I finally identified that emotion in her thought, interlaced through it, that I hadn’t been able to identify before…love.


Sano loved me.  I could sense it in her thoughts, an undercurrent lurking beneath the rational thought, something that she could neither easily hide nor easily fake.  It was something I hadn’t experienced in so long that I didn’t know what it was when I looked at it from the outside.  And while it thrilled me beyond words to finally understand that, it also made me both incredibly humble and even a little frightened.  [I love you too, Sano,]  I confessed.

She kissed me again, then pulled back enough to look into my eyes, giving me a gentle look.  “I think we can leave some of the scars,” she said aloud.  “Let’s only remove the ones that would probably freak people out a little, so you can take off your shirt at the pool and not attract undue attention.  The rest of them should stay.  They give you some character, and you can always spin wild stories about how you got them in your adventurous youth,” she said with a glorious smile.  “And of course, this one has to stay.  I know what it means to you, and would mean to Ethan,” she added gently, sliding her thumb along the scar on my cheek.


I could only gaze into her eyes.


“Now, I think I’m the one that gets to decide which ones go and which ones stay,” she said with a loving smile.  “Since I’m the one that’s going to be looking at them the most.”

I couldn’t answer.  I was afraid to answer, as if I might say something wrong and shatter the moment.  All I could do was nod mutely and bow my head, close my eyes, and pray that this wasn’t some kind of dream.  I sat there remaining absolutely still, listening as she very nearly bantered with the Parri as they discussed which scars would remain.  She did ask the Parri to remove the large ones, the ugly-looking ones, but most of the smaller ones she had the Parri leave alone.  She had most of the ones on my back removed, but left many of the smaller ones on my chest and stomach.  And in a way, it was almost…intimate.  I felt so strange, but so right, sitting there and letting her decide what she wanted me to look like, deciding what parts of me she wanted to keep and what parts she was alright with being changed.  It was like I was being made just for her.

But I also understood her gesture for what it was, that it was Sano telling me without words that she could accept my past, accept that I had been irreparably damaged by my years on the farm, and she was quite happy taking me for who and what I was.  I didn’t have to be perfect to be perfect for her.  She was willing to accept me, to love me, scars and all.  And that touched me, touched me all the way to my soul, and made me feel like the luckiest man in the entire universe that a woman as beautiful and kind and incredible as Sano Strongblade would ever love a man like me.

It took them about an hour, and in the end, there wasn’t nearly as much of that poultice on me as I expected when we began.  The scars that it covered were the largest and the most gruesome, the scars that would make people whisper or stare, while the majority of them, which were much smaller and less obtrusive, were left behind.  The scar across my shoulder blades, the burns, the ugly patch on my side where my outer layer of skin had been flayed off, and a single scar on my right bicep that was usually partially visible when I wore short sleeve shirts, the scar the result of me getting burned by a searing hot casing of a power tool I’d been using, they were all treated.  They were covered over with the flower-smelling poultice and wrapped with what looked like brown linen bandages that were remarkably soft, covering most of my chest and stomach and my right upper arm.  And I knew as the bandages were tied off that when they came off, when the scars were treated, I would not be ashamed to take off my shirt at the pool, I wouldn’t be afraid to let others see the scars that were left.


The scars that were left behind weren’t ugly if Sano decided that they should remain.  Those scars were beauty marks.

And in a way, it did feel…liberating.  I had never so much as swam in Rita’s pool because I wouldn’t take my shirt off, not even in front of my best friends, because I didn’t want them to see how broken the farm left me.  Not even Rita, the one person that would understand the most, had seen the scars on my back.  And now, she never really would, not the scars that I didn’t ever want her to see.  That scar and the others like it would be gone if the Parri female was to be believed, smoothed away by the poultice applied to them, leaving only the scars that wouldn’t make people gasp if they saw them.


Removing those scars didn’t make me whole, nothing would ever make me whole, but what it did was make me feel much better about myself.  What was most important to me, which I knew deep in my heart, was that Sano had seen those scars, she had seen the worst of me, and she was still there.  And when the scars were gone, only Sano would know what they had looked like, only Sano would ever be privy to the sight of them and what they represented about me and my past. They would be her secret, our secret, and a powerful part of what made me love her so much.

She accepted me for who I was, even when she knew that I would never be whole.  She didn’t allow my past to affect her feelings for me.  She had seen my scars, and she had accepted them as a part of who I am, even if those scars would no longer be there.


Sano was the light that had banished the darkness in my life, and I wanted to spend every second of every day of the rest of my life at her side.


I was in love.  I’d admitted it to myself already, maybe months ago, but I had never felt it more intensely than in the moment that I realized that my love was returned.  And for someone like me, it was the most fragile of dreams somehow surviving decades of vengeful, merciless hammers to realize fruition.


I was so lucky, it almost wasn’t fair.
