 
The Grand Crusade was almost over.


Two days after Sano warned me she was going to go visit her parents, I had gotten a new quest to come speak to King Gerin in Freeport.  I’d spent those two days trying to find more treasure out in the ruins and exploring Citadel, which was both nervewracking and tons of fun, but I’d also taken her advice and started a channel at The Arena.  I didn’t put anything on it yet, but I wanted the channel just in case I decided to do it.  I’d have that part of it ready.  Outside of that, not much had happened since Sano had left for Shio Prime, outside of one thing.  She’d sent me several videos showing her family, some interesting locations on her home planet, and her ancestral home, which surprisingly was a fairly big manor on a hillside overlooking a city, and she looked like she was having an absolute ball.

I was happy for her.


The big thing that had happened while Sano was gone was that I got a skill crystal.  I found it in a treasure chest in a ruin, and I was stunned when I found it.  I had no idea skill crystals were part of the loot table of the treasure chests…but I should have realized it.  A treasure chest had bonus loot in it the same as the monsters around the chest, and skill crystals could drop from the monsters in the area.


And I didn’t just get any skill crystal…I got a thirty point crystal.

And what do you know, I needed 29 points to equip the bow Savar made for me!


With that major milestone achieved, being able to equip the doom bow that Savar made, it made me realize that I’d been remiss in my other duties when it came to Djinn form.


It was well past time to make myself a pair of swords.

I had a plan for it.  I was going to wear my swords at my waist instead of over my back, because I’d need my back clear to carry my bow and keep my hands free to cast spells.  And I could have all three weapons equipped at the same time.  Equipped in the game meant actively wearing the item and having it at the ready, though a ranged weapon like a bow could be kept in item storage and still be considered equipped.  We’re allowed to have two one-handed weapons, or a weapon and a shield, or a two-handed weapon, and a ranged weapon equipped at the same time, even though we can only use one or the other.  In human form, I do get the bonus stats for my Spider’s Fang even though I don’t have it out, because I have it formally equipped.  We’re allowed to do that because it’s often very awkward to fight with a bow slung over your shoulder, and it’s one of the few ways where the game doesn’t faithfully adhere to reality as much as possible.

Dual wielding with a bow slung over your shoulder is even harder than using just one weapon, and I don’t recommend it..


I’d do the same thing in Djinn form I did in human form, and that was carry the swords on my back.  But I’d be doing it using a special magic item I’ve had for a while but never used, the Bandolier of Accessibility.  The bandolier allowed you to carry weapons or a quiver over your back, but it allowed you to keep them in your item storage and recall them instantly instead of having to go through the item storage menu.  I’d never used it in human form because I don’t usually need to swap between my swords and my bow, but I’d be using both in Djinn form.  I’d been trying to sell it for a while, and lucky for me, nobody had bought it.  Using the bandolier, my swords and bow would stay in item storage until I recalled them, then they would appear either slung over my back or over my shoulder, depending on which I recalled, and let me draw them.  The bandolier would let me attach both swords, my bow, and my quiver to it, which would let me go about with no visible weapon until I needed one, then allow me to recall them instantly when needed rather than waste precious seconds retrieving them manually from item storage.  I still had to draw them, but that wasn’t a big deal.  The best part was, the bandolier itself was magical, so I could wear my vest over it without it interfering with the ability to recall my weapons and quiver, and I could hide the bandolier using illusion magic so it didn’t break up my Djinn-themed attire..

So, the entire day was involved in making some very nice swords, something I’d put off for way too long.  I invested the vast majority of what money I had left in some very high quality mats, going with starsteel for the blades and dragon bone for the hilts, and I invested in extra materials that would create a specific theme for the swords.  Since Djinn utilized lightning as a weapon, I decided that lightning would be the theme of the swords I made.  What this trick did was ensure that if I got any bonus upgrades to the weapons while I made them, like a proc or a special ability, it would be lightning based.  It didn’t guarantee I’d get one, but if it happened, it would be attuned to the theme I’d chosen for the swords.  I used every high-skill trick I knew as a blacksmith to make the swords as powerful as possible, since I didn’t have to worry about keeping the minimum skill requirement down.  My sword skill is over 3,000, my Blacksmithing skill isn’t high enough to make a sword I can’t equip with a Sword skill that high.

The result…wow.  One of the swords had four bonuses, and the other had three, but one of those bonuses was awesome.  Both had a minimum skill of 2,000 to use, which really didn’t mean jack to me, and I used the same formula Savar used of focusing on spellcasting stats but also giving the swords a high damage rating and a good spread of physical stats so they could hit hard and give me sufficient physical stats to increase that damage.  For the main sword, I got two bonuses to the damage rating, a bonus to Intelligence, and a special property.  The offhand sword got a bonus to damage rating, a bonus to Mana, and a proc that caused the blade to deal extra electric damage from time to time.


But the special property on the main sword was what made me so proud.  It was a rare special ability normally only seen on dungeon-quality loot, and an effect that complemented my Djinn form perfectly.  It was called Spellshock, and what it did was cause the weapon to deal extra damage as electrical damage, and the blade had a proc that caused an electric “jolt” that would stun the target for a split second, which would interrupt spellcasting and skills and abilities that had a ramp-up sequence, requiring time to use.  The blade had little arcs of electricity constantly dancing across the blade when it was drawn.


Remember that I am completely immune to lightning and electricity thanks to Touched by the Djinn, in either form.  So having a sword that can deal bonus lightning damage meant it was absolutely no threat to hurt me if I used it in tight confines, or used it while in the water.


Needless to say, I was entirely satisfied with the result of a long day’s work at the forge and anvil in my workshop. The swords would be extremely useful.  Both swords had an elecrtic-based theme thanks to my special preparations, with Spellshock on one and the electric shock proc on the other, which was perfect when in the hands of a Djinn.


The swords themselves were a little unusual physically.  In the hands of my Djinn form, they were longswords, elegant weapons with a straight blade and a double edge, but I’d had to make them using a two-handed sword template, including their damage rating being that of a two-handed sword.  For a three meter tall wielder, a longsword more or less was a two-handed sword, or maybe a bastard sword, for a human-sized wielder.  I’d made them to mimic the phyiscal characteristics of my Souldblades of Shatra Sha as much as possible for my Djinn form.  They had the same proportional length, sense of weight, and balance in my Djinn form as the Soulblades did in my human form, which would make it very easy to use them.  They wouldn’t feel different to me between the two forms.


So, my Djinn form was now officially ready for combat, to be used as something other than purely a mode of transportation or a means to evade monsters.  I had all the gear and equipment either made, bought, or looted, I could equip and use my bow, and now I had swords.  I’d practiced enough with swords as a Djinn to feel fully comfortable with the exotic fighting style required when you never put your feet on the ground, and I’d fully adjusted to using a bow from both a hover and while on the move while flying.


I was ready. 

But the fun came to an end when I received a summons from King Gerin to return to Freeport.  I made my way there immediately after receiving it, where Gerin brought me into his study, where Prince Aldion, Admiral Rogers, General Brand, commander of the Freeport Army, and Spymaster Merria were gathered, then Gerin showed me a map of the southern marches of Arca.  “We have confirmation of our worries, Champion,” he said.  “The Sahaugin and sea giants are going to invade at the Sea of Grass like we expected, and as we suspected, our spies have found out that the Kanlon won’t be part of it.  We were right, the Kanlon are going to attack Freeport.  The objective is for them to capture two of the largest seaports in southern Arca simultaneously, Freeport and Vistara.  The sea giants and Sahaugin will be the main force invading the Sea of Grass.  The Salamanders will then pincer the Amber Shire from the west and capture Vistara, securing the Kanlon supply lines to their allies as they attempt to take over the southern coast.  While that happens, the main invasion force of Kanlon soldiers is going to try to take Freeport, with support from the Sahaugin.  As Admiral Rogers feared, much of their movements in the south was designed to make us send our armies south and leave Freeport undefended.  They intend to sail their navy right into our harbor and try to disembark their troops at our own docks,” he said darkly.  “The other leaders of the faction are committing to the defense of Freeport, and to replace their troops in the defense of the Amber Shire, three of the factions of Netherim and the Monshadow faction north of us have agreed to send troops, particularly Nazetar to counter the Sahaugin forces that will be assisting the Kanlon.  The Grimstone and Bloody Skull factions of Netherim have agreed to assist the Amber Shire, while the Boiling Blood and the Dark Sun factions have pledged forces to aid the Silver Blade in repelling the Salamanders that emerge rom the Smoking Mountains.  The Black Fangs have committed troops to the defense of Freeport, which will be of great use to us.  The Nazetar of the Moonshadow faction can attack the Kanlon ships from below, and the Drakkin can fly, which will allow them to assault the Kanlon ships before they reach the shore.  Champion, we’re going to need you here to defend Freeport,” he told me.

“Actually, your Majesty, I can be in both places,” I told him.  “You call me on your communication crystal, and I can be here in five minutes.  I can even bring the other Champions of the Golden Lion with me.  So we can be wherever we’re needed most.  If the Sahaugin invade first, we can be there to help the others.  But when the Kanlon arrive, we can leave that battlefield and get here within moments, using the scion hidden under the city.”


He gave me a bright look.  “That’s the best possible outcome,” he said.  “I promised your assistance to our Amber Shire allies to hold back the fish-men.  This way you can honor that promise and still protect Freeport.  At least if the Sahaugin invade before Freeport is attacked.  I believe that they will, but not by very much,” he said, looking at the map again.  “I believe the Salamanders will emerge first, since their plan requires them to reach Vissanu to pincer the Amber Shire.  I think that battle will take place first, and when our enemies realize we’re ready for them, they’ll order the attacks at the Sea of Grass and Freeport simultaneously.  The Sahaugin and sea giants will get here first, so they will be the next to engage, and finally the Kanlon will reach Freeport.”


“A sound assessment, your Majesty,” I nodded.  “I think you’re right.”


“As do I,” Admiral Rogers nodded. 


“I concur with his Majesty,” Merria injected.


“We know what they intend to do, and thanks to the efforts of Spymaster Merria and the skill of her spies, we know when,” Gerin told me.  “The invasion is to take place fourteen days from today.  The only thing we don’t know for sure is which invasion will happen first.  I’m confident the Salamanders will emerge from the Smoking Mountains first, but we don’t have confirmation.  As I said, that’s my guess.”


“I believe it’s a good one, Father,” Aldion told him.


“What that means for us is that we have to prepare Freeport for invasion,” Gerin said.  “Aldion, my son, the defense of the docks and harbor district is your responsibility.  General Brand and the commanders of the armies of our allies will supply you with their best soldiers to hold the docks, as well as the aid of the Champions of our faction, the Moonshadow, and the Black Fangs.  Organize fire brigades to combat Kanlon firebombs, raise barricades and towers, install barriers to prevent their Sahaugin allies from easily getting onto the docks, and build protected positions for our siege engines, archers, and crossbowmen to use to prevent the Kanlon from getting past the docks.  Rogers, see to the preparations in the two sea forts defending the harbor entry and mobilize the fleet.  Have our fleet gather behind Hook’s Point, so they can pounce on the Kanlon troop ships as they try to approach the harbor.  General Brand, issue a general call to arms and prepare our men for defense of the city.  Call in every unit and militia member you can, we’ll need every able-bodied soldier we can muster.  The Prince will be responsible for the defense of the docks, you will handle the defenses throughout the rest of the city should the Kanlon breach the Harbor District.  Bring in every gryphon you can from the outlying towns and villages and prepare them for war to reinforce the Drakkin airborne troops, they’ll be invaluable to us in the battle to come.  The Kanlon have no airborne units that we know of, and we need to capitalize on that.  I also want you to arm every man and woman you can find with a crossbow and have them ready to rain quarrels on the Kanlon when they try to land.  In this battle, every able-bodied human being in Freeport must aid in the defense of our home, even the civilians.  So distribute our reserve crossbows out to them and teach them how to use them.”

“It will be done, my King,” Brand nodded.


“I fear the allies from the neutral territories we’ve gathered to push back the Sahaugin can’t help us here, my friends, my son,” Gerin said grimly.  “The Sahaugin and sea giants invading to the south have such numbers that we simply cannot divert any additional forces to protect Freeport.  If the Sahaugin and sea giants gain a foothold, they can effectively destroy all three of the southern factions, even without the help of the Salamanders and Kanlon.  The Golden Lion, and our Moonshadow and Black Fangs allies are all that can be diverted to Freeport to stave off the Kanlon.  But I am confident in the courage of our people and the prowess of our allies,” he said with strong conviction in his voice.  “Together, we will sink every Kanlon ship threatening our shores to send a message to the Kanlon to never try us again.”  He was silent a brief moment.  “That is all, my friends.  We all have our jobs to do, so let us get to them.”

The others started filing out, but when I moved to follow them, the King stopped me.  “A word, Champion,” he said.  When the others left, he went to his desk and took something out of the drawer, then returned to me.  “The clerics of the Powers have requested your presence at the Cathedral, Xen,” he said, offering me a small crystal bead.  “The Powers have answered our prayers.  They have agreed to aid us against the Kanlon threat.  The Agents have brought you blessed equipment to help you against the Kanlon.  Present this to the clerics at the cathedral, and they’ll give you what the Powers delivered to them.  Use it well.”


I got a new quest in my log, which instructed me to report to the Cathedral.  And the reward for it was another piece of Champion’s Raiment!


It felt almost like I was being given a hand out.  It was as easy as going to the cathedral and being given a chest, which held the next piece of my Champion’s Raiment set.  And the next quest I was given in the quest chain was to defeat the enemy invasion, which I’d bet wouldn’t complete until all the battles had been fought.


There would be three battles against the Kanlon alliance, and I’d try to participate in two of them.  The battle at the Sea of Grass against the Sahaugin and sea giants, and the battle at Freeport against the Kanlon and their Sahaugin allies.  That made this event even more epic than the orc invasion, because it was multiple large scale battles being fought across the entire southen coast of Arca.


I decided to take the chest home before opening it, so I’d have plenty of time to consider the options and choose the best special ability for my gear.  I ultimately chose a pair of gloves in the same style as the four pieces I’d already chosen.  The ability on them was called Hands of Steel, and what it did was significantly increase the damage I did using any unarmed combat skill involving my hands, and also gave me the ability to parry weapons using the gloves rather than a weapon.  The gloves were invunerable, could not be damaged in any way, and afforded my hands inside them the same protection, which meant that my hands couldn’t be chopped off, mangled, crushed, the bones broken, or suffer any kind of damage thanks to the protection of the gloves.  The gloves were soft and supple to me, quite comfortable, but to everyone else, they were indestructible and invulnerable.

That had some intriguing defensive applications.  It meant that I couldn’t have my hands targeted in melee combat to “sting” them and make me drop my weapon.  And if the gloves were truly indestructible and rendered my hands invulnerable, I could use them almost the same way I could use Blademaster to block spells.  If I could intercept a spell with my gloves, and the spell would only affect what it hit, didn’t explode or anything, the invulnerability of the gloves would effectively eat the spell.

I liked it.  It seemed like an ability that looked weak on its face, but could be damn useful if I was creative.


It was pretty late, so I logged off after returning home to Citadel City.  I checked the forums quickly before bed, and saw that the secret was out…and I didn’t have to reveal it.  Final Battle of the Grand Crusade on Mehtrian set! Was the headline on the site, and the article revealed that the battle against the Kanlon and their allies would take place in 14 days.  Other champions were getting the same quest I did, that was how they found out.  The article revealed that there would be three battles and their locations, to give the players on the server plenty of time to get there and get ready for the fight.  The server forum was absolutely on fire with excitement about the event, with people already trying to organize raids at all three battle sites and guilds committing to certain battles to ensure that all three battle locations would have sufficient players.  There was also a bunch of players from other servers that were saying they were going to roll alts on Methrian just to participate in the battle, and I suppose they’d be useful.  They’d have just two weeks to get some gear, work on their skills, and then manage to get to one of the battle sites, but they’d be bodies in the army holding back the enemy.

Actually, it wouldn’t be that hard.  They just had to roll on the faction closest to the battle they wanted to fight in, because all three battles were taking place either in a faction’s territory or just outside of it.  They’d have about about twelve days or so to gear up and raise their skills, then give themselves two days to get to the battlefield.


Eh, I’d welcome them.  The orc invasion was an absolute blast, and their idea would let them enjoy that kind of large scale battle on multiple servers if they wanted to, since each server would fight its battle at a different time dictated by how fast their champions did the quests.  It would let players fight in all three battles by creating alts on other servers, so they could see everything.

It meant that the three southern factions were going to see a tidal wave of starting players.  Freeport was going to actually have people in it and be jumping, for the first time ever, on Methrian.


Hell, I was used to sometimes being the only player in Freeport.

Work the next day was…momentous.  And not the good way.


All the guys in the office could talk about the next morning was the game.  Word had really gotten out, and they were all talking about rolling alts on Methrian to do the battle, which battle they wanted to fight in, which race they’d pick, and so on.  I just did what I always do, avoid talking to them as much as possible and do my job.


What made it different was the two surprises I received just after lunch.  I noticed the message light blinking on my interface, telling me I’d been left a message while I had it off, and put it on to check it.  It was Sano!  She sent a video message, her standing in front of a house with strange bluish-purple grass in front of it.  “Hey Kevin!  I’m on Shio right now visiting my parents, but I’ll be coming home tomorrow.  Mikki offered to stop over in Jacksonville for a couple of hours before taking me home.  So, want to have lunch tomorrow?  Get back to me as soon as you can, okay?”

That was such a relief, but also worried me in a way I wasn’t expecting.  I was happy that she was coming home, but she wanted to meet me.  In person.  I had no idea if I could manage that, it was very hard for me to deal with people face to face.  I could deal with people in the game,and even over a vidlink or hologram, because they weren’t there.  But when I was in the same room with someone, it was like I felt I was chained up in a room full of rabid bears.  And to meet face to face with someone I had feelings for?  I may throw up on her the minute she got close enough to shake my hand.


I did want to see her.  I just wasn’t sure if I could have lunch with her and not make an absolute fool of myself.  After all, she’s beautiful, and I have enough trouble dealing with people who aren’t drop dead gorgeous and in whom I have a romantic interest.


I wanted to meet her, but I was almost terrified I’d screw it up so bad that she’d put me in the “friend zone.”


But I’m also not stupid.  I messaged her back telling her I’d love to meet her, and to message me back with what time she’d be here so we could arrange things.


I worried over the impending lunch date all through lunch—Mrima was in Norfolk for the next week preparing to take over the accounting department up there—and found a priority message on my workstation when I got back to my cubicle, ordering me to report to my supervisor.  My supervisor, luckily, was a human, Barry Jenkins.  He was okay as bosses go, but what was most important, he’d learned early that as long as he left me alone, I outworked everyone else in the office.  I walked down to his office and steeled myself for having to deal with someone face to face, blew out my breath, and knocked on the door.  He opened it from the inside, and I nearly froze when I saw a Faey in the room with him.  It was a fairly tall Faey man, wearing a very Terran suit of dark gray that didn’t go with his blue skin or greenish-blue hair very well.

“Come in,” Barry said in a calm voice.  I shuffled inside, my eyes locked on the Faey man standing behind his desk, that same nameless dread rising up in me any time I was put into a situation when I was face to face with a Faey.  “I’d like to introduce you to Savin Devarre, Kevin.  He’s going to be your new supervisor.  I’ve been promoted and I’m going to be leaving the office,” he announced.  “Usually we wouldn’t have a personal meeting like this over something like a staffing change, but we’re aware of your…history,” he said delicately.  “I thought it might be best if you two meet before the official announcement.”

“I’ve looked over your performance reviews, Mister Ball, and they’re more than satisfactory.  You’re the best database manager in the office,” he said in fluent English.  “It’s my hope that the two of us can work together, because I don’t want to lose you.”


I looked at him, at his false smile, and all I could see, all I could hear, were the faces and laughter of the guards at the farm, laughing as I watched the light fade from the eyes of my best friend, my hands around his thoat, hands controlled by the telapath that had taken over my body and left me nothing but a spectator inside my own head.  I’d have a Faey around me all the time, behind my back when I was working, with direct power over me.  I could almost feel my cheek burning, the scar there that represented everything that had happened to me, and everything that I’d become since then.


I didn’t even have to think about it.  I couldn’t do it.  I just couldn’t do it.  I’d be such a nervous wreck that it wouldn’t be worth it.  For my own health, for my own sanity, I couldn’t stay here.


“I’m sorry,” I said in a quiet voice.  “I’m handing in my two week’s notice.”


The Faey gave me a long look, and his eyes were…shocked.  “I’m so very sorry, Mister Ball.  If your mental state right now is any indication of what it would be like for you here every day, then yes, by all means, I’ll reluctantly accept your resignation.”


And just like that, I was out of a job.  Oh, I’d be there for nine more days, but when Barry left for his new job, I’d be leaving the company.  I was sent up to the human resources office where they processed my resignation, set my final work day, even gave me a separation package and a promise that I’d be paid an extra week due to the extenuating circumstances of my departure from the company…but I wasn’t surprised.  As usual, all companies and governments were worried about was getting rid of people like me in the most expeditious manner possible.  Here’s your check, there’s the door, good luck with the rest of your life, never bother us again.

Three years here, and in nine days, it would be over.  And I had absolutely no idea what to do.


Nobody else in the office knew, and I didn’t tell them.  When I finally got back to my desk, I just did my work until quitting time, then I left without saying a word…which was normal for me.  When I got home, I just sat on the edge of my bed for over an hour, trying to come up with my next step.  I had to get a better job than working in a convenience store, because the rent here was too high for that.  My training made my skills somewhat specialized, so if I got another job like my current one, odds were I’d have to move.  I had the money for that, but it would mean a wholesale interruption in my life, in my routine, and people like me depended on their routines.  Even after thirteen years off the farm, the need for routine that I developed there was still part of me, for the same reason that ex-convicts became entrenched into routine after spending many years in prison.


I sat there long enough for my absence to be noticed.  My vidlinked beeped with an incoming call, and I almost expected it to be Barry or that secretary in HR telling me not to come back.  Instead it was Sano, the room behind her looking like the stateroom of a ship, and her smile faded quickly when she saw my expression.  “What’s wrong, Kevin?” she asked intuitively.


“I just quit my job,” I told her woodenly.


“Oh no!  What happened?”


“My boss is being replaced with a Faey.  I…can’t work there now,” I said, looking down at my hands.  “So I handed in my resignation.  I’ve spent the last hour trying to figure out what to do next.  I can’t afford to just get an odd job, and if I get another job like the one I have now, I’ll probably have to move.  I don’t know what to do,” I admitted, then I sighed.  “It’s my own fault. I should have never gone to work for a Faey company, but…I thought I could do it.  I thought if I worked in a place where there would be Faey, I could learn to be around them   Learn how to not be afraid of them.  But I was wrong,” I said quietly.  “At least I can say I lasted three years, I suppose.  But, enough about me.  How was your visit?”

She gave me a nearly hot look.  “You don’t drop something like that on me and just say enough about me,” she told me.  “You said you don’t know what to do, but are you ready to handle being out of work for a few takirs?  A month?  Can you cover your bills?”


“Of course I can,” I said, sitting up and looking at her.  “I have enough money saved up to live on for a good three months, Sano.  I do make enough not to live in a place like this, I just choose to because it suits me,” I told her.  “And I can afford to move if I have to, I just don’t want to.  I’ve lived in Jacksonville for six years, and I don’t want to leave.  I did enough aimless wandering with no home and no direction already.  I want to live here, but I’m facing the possibility that I may have to move to find another database managament job.  We’re not exactly in demand,” I said.  “Only the megacorps that run SCD series model 12 or better mainframes running MDS database architecture suites need database managers like me, and there’s only two other companies in Jacksonville that do.  If the others don’t have any job openings, then I’ll have to move to where there’s a corp that does.”

“If you have the money to hold out, have you considered training for a job that’s there?”


“I—not really, but I guess I could,” I said, leaning back on my hands.  “Maybe this time I could train for a job that’s not so specialized, I suppose.  That has market value beyond the megacorps.  Mrima’s an accountant who knows Terran tax laws backwards and forwards, she can get a job anywhere on this planet,” I mused.  “Maybe I could get a job in TEL programming, or IT management.  Those are generic enough for me to get a job nearly anywhere, and they’re always in demand.”


“There, see, all you needed was a more positive attitude,” she said with a smile.  “Just don’t panic.  Take a day or two to calm down, then start looking at your options.  Remember that you have money saved up, so you don’t have to make a hasty decision.  Look at your options, weigh them carefully, and choose the best one.  So just take a step back, take a deep breath, and relax.  It’s going to be okay.”

I sighed, then chuckled.  “Now why didn’t I think of that,” I said, looking at her.


“Because men are incapable of living by themselves,” she replied cheekily.  “Terran men, Faey men, Shio men, you’re all the same.  Completely hopeless,” she winked.


“Hey now, those are almost fighting words,” I retorted.


“I’ve seen your tricks in game, Kevin, I can take you in a duel,” she said with a playful smile.


“You haven’t seen all of them, Savar,” I threatened.  “I took Emelda in a straight up fight, I can take you. I know how to deal with ranged attackers.”


“Oh ho, that sounds like a challenge to me,” she grinned.  “You just wait til I get home and I can log on, and we’ll see if you can outrun my arrows.”


“That reminds me, you do need to log on.  You can get your fifth piece of Champion’s Raiment once you catch up to where the rest of us are,” I told her.  “And the final battle of the Grand Crusade is now set.  Thirteen days from today.  So get home and get caught up so you can finish your quests.”


“Oh really?”  That sounds awesome!” she said brightly.  “Where, the Sea of Grass?”


“There’s going to be three different battles scattered across southern Arcavia,” I told her.  “Each faction is commited to a specific battle.  We’ll be fighting in different ones.  You’ll be at the Sea of Grass, but I’ll be at Freeport.  I’m going to try to be at both, but if the Kanlon attack Freeport first, I’ll have to commit to that one.  If the Sahaugin invade first, I can fight there until King Gerin recalls us to Freeport.”


“Freeport?”


“The Kanlon are invading Freeport.  You’ll find out when you finish your quests,” I told her.


“Well, I’ll be there in about an hour, so you can fill me in on what’s going on,” she said.  “We just came out of the Stargate when I called.  I was going to see if you wanted to have dinner, Mikano said she can drop me off there in Jacksonville and then pick me up and take me home when we’re done.”


“Well, sure,” I said, excited at the idea but nervous that I’d mess things up.  “We can talk about stuff face to face over dinner at Bermuda Jack’s.  It’s my favorite restaurant in town.”


“Sounds good to me, I like Terran food,” she smiled.  “How about an hour from now?  I’ll meet you at the restaurant.”


“Sure.  So, what’s that like traveling on a ship?  I’ve never been on a ship before.”


“Well, you don’t really ever feel like you’re moving, the inertial dampeners on these ships is pretty strong.  As far as Stargates go, if you blink you’ll miss it.  It’s jumping hyperspace that sucks,” she said.  “I remember when we had to do that when we were evacuated here to Terra during the Consortium War.”


“I’d heard about that.”


“As far as this ship goes, it’s amazing,” she gushed.  “The stateroom Mikki put me in is almost as big as my apartment,” she laughed.  “And she took me on a tour of the ship.  I couldn’t even take my interface, I had to use one meant for visitors on the ship, one that won’t allow us to take pictures.  But Mikki did let me take some pics of the ship, and I can show you those.  You know, the non-security places like the galley and my stateroom and such.  These Karinne ships are incredible, Kevin.  They have tech in them I didn’t think was possible.  They’re way beyond everyone else.  This one has actual scars on it, from like real battles,” she said in a quieter tone, like she was divulging a secret.  “Mikki said that they leave one scar from each battle.  It’s a tradition on this ship.”

“That’s an odd tradition,” I said.


“This is the oldest ship in the Karinne Navy, Mikki told me.  It’s called the Defiant,” she told me.  “This ship is like a thousand years old, and she said it’s a major honor in the Karinne Navy to serve on this ship.  It’s one of the ships the original Karinnes built.  Mikki said that on a ship this old, a ship that’s seen so many battles, it’s not supposed to look shiny and new.  This is a warship that’s been in service longer than some empires have been in existence, and it’s survived dozens of battles, so it shows its scars the way a warship should.”  She glanced to the side.  “I don’t exactly know what that means,” she said, her face a bit puzzled.


Her statement struck me, as I put my fingers almost unconsciously over the scar on my left cheek.  I know what her sister meant.  I could have this scar removed, and all the other scars on my body, but I don’t.  They’re a reminder of everything I went through on the farm, an eternal testament to the suffering and abuse that we all suffered at the hands of the Trillanes.  I wear this scar as a reminder of the hell from which we were delivered, and to honor those who didn’t make it.  The reason they don’t take all the scars off their ship is the same reason my body is crossed over with multiple scars, to show the world that I survived, and that survival came at a price.  On that ship, the cost was in destroyed equipment and lost lives.  For me, it was my destroyed life and lost friends.

“I do,” I said quietly, running my finger over the scar.


She gave me a compassionate look.  “I’ll be there in an hour or so, okay?  We can talk while you introduce me to your favorite restaurant,” she said with a gentle smile.

“I’d be happy to,” I told her with a honest, wan smile.


I spent the hour waiting for her to arrive doing what she suggested, making a plan of action.  And it made me feel a hell of a lot better than just sitting there worrying.  I would put in my applications at the other two companies that use the system I was trained on, and I’d also look into training programs for humans in the city, looking for something computer related where I’d be working in an office like I was now—I like working at my own desk, even if it’s in a cubicle—and something that had broad use.  I’d made the mistake of taking a training program that was too specialized, and that had more or less painted me into a corner.  If I had to retrain, I’d pick a career that would let me stay in Jacksonville but gave me many options when it came to jobs.


I was human, and here on Earth, companies have to hire us first.  It’s the law.  That meant that I could get almost any job I wanted, if I was willing to work for it.  I just had to find a job I wanted.

I felt a lot better by the time I was sitting in Bermuda Jack’s, which is a small but very good restaurant on the beach here in Jacksonville.  I almost felt the room light up when I saw Sano come in and get pointed in my direction by the seater, wearing a tank top and a pair of shorts, looking very much like a tourist.  She was much taller than I expected, maybe a tiny bit taller than I am, but she was just as beautiful.  I stood up and took her hands in greeting, and she kissed me on the cheek before we sat back down and she picked up the menu.  “Alright, let’s see what these American chefs can do,” she said in a tone that almost made me laugh, like she was about to go to war.

It was very different being in the same room with Sano, but she was the same person I’d come to know over the weeks, and that made it much easier.  I got less and less nervous as she got me to just talk, and amused me with her critique of the food served here, as if she were looking for something to be wrong with it and being a bit mad that she couldn’t find anything.  I explained the plan I’d made while waiting for her, and she approved of it.  But she suggested something different.  “After you do all that, you might want to look into putting up some vids on the Arena, Kevin,” she said.  “If you agree to let advertisers put ads in your vids, you can make money at it.  You might make enough money to help you stretch out your savings, and that will give you more time to make sure you find exactly the job you want,” she suggested.

“I thought about doing that, but I’m still not sure.”


“Look at it this way, Kevin.  Methrian is such a small server, and your skills are so insanely high, I wouldn’t want to try you even though I already know what you can do,” she said with a smile.  “I wouldn’t want to because I know what you can do.  I’ll admit, you could beat me in a duel, because you can parry my arrows.  I can’t really counter that.  I don’t think you’re going to have as much trouble as you think you are.  What you do, what you’re known for, is soloing.  Being out there by yourself, far from everyone else, and that means that you’re not going to have all that many people messing with you.”


“I…suppose,” I said after thinking a moment.  “I mean, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to put a few vids up, some of my fights against overworld boss monsters and such.  And I’ve always kicked around the idea of putting up a tutorial on how I do it.  It’s not as easy as just walking up to the boss and whacking it with your sword, after all.  There’s a methodology to it, not to mention the dying dozens of times learning what it can do so I can come up with a strategy.”


“Now that, I’d love to see,” she said with a smile.  “I saw part of what you did against the sea giant prince, and I was so impressed that I almost forgot that I needed to kill the boss for my own quest,” she winked.


I had to chuckle.  “Your assistance was much appreciated, and that was the first time I ever killed a boss monster on the first attempt solo.  Well, mostly solo,” I smiled.

“Well, glad to be of service, sir,” she winked.  “I think you’d be very popular on the Arena.  Some of the highest viewed vids we put up on our guild channel are the ones that have you in them,” she laughed.  “We put up vids of the sea giant raid.  Actually, we put up vids of most of our raids.  We’re certainly not giving away any secrets given most servers have already cleared those raids, but we get a good amount of views on our channel.  About the only real drama we have in the guild is over allowing ads on our vids.  Some people want them, but most of us don’t.  Felik doesn’t want any drama over how we split up the real world money the vids might earn.  That’s why I agree with him.”

“But let me guess, some of your guildies have their own channels where they do allow ads.”


“Yup, and I’m one of them,” she admitted.  “I post up some of my own vids on my channel, but there’s a rule in our guild that we don’t put up raid vids on for-pay channels.  Guild raids are off limits, but what we do outside raids is fine, even if we’re in an all-guild group.”

“You make much money?”


“Not really.  Not enough to quit my job, that’s for sure,” she laughed.  “I make about seventy or so credits a month.  So, enough to go out to a really nice restaurant once a month.  For a Shio, that’s a big deal,” she winked.  “I put up edited vids that I try to make cinematic, you know, like epic fights and such, and I used to do little mini-movies role-playing with my friends, but I don’t do those as much anymore.  Raiding takes up a lot more time than it used to.  But those are lots of fun to do, so I’ve considered getting back into it.”


“Well, that doesn’t sound that bad.  Does it take you long?”


“Nah, but then again, I’m a professional video editor,” she chuckled.  “So I have tons of great software for it and I know what I’m doing. And speaking as an editor, if you do do it, make sure you mute out comm channels where you talk about private things,” she said.


“I don’t really talk to anyone when I play,” I told her.  “Up until recently, that is.”


“Well, keep in mind that you can.  I’m not sure you want anyone watching to access your friend chat.  I’m sure you and Mrima talk about things you don’t want the world to know.”


“I resent that bit of innuendo,” I said primly, which made her burst out laughing.


“What I usually do is mute all conversations, unless they’re important to the video’s subject, and narrate the videos where it’s required,” she told me.  “Not much, though.  If someone does something weird or crazy, I’ll explain why and such.  I usually just let the action speak for itself.”


“Sounds like you’d rather be a director or producer than a video editor.”


“Would I,” she agreed.  “I love viddy movies, I’d jump at the chance to do something more than sew together stuff other people make the way they want it to be.”


“I’ll think about it.  So, what’s it like to work for a news network?”


We drifted into other topics, and again, I found it an absolute delight just to sit and talk with Sano.  She was so smart, and charming, that I always lose track of time when we talk.  She has a great sense of humor and I’d come to learn that she’s just a touch naughty, which means she borders on raunchy for a Shio.  She showed me the pictures she took of her trip to Shio Prime, getting animated when she described who the people were and where they were.  Her sister Mikano was wearing her KMS duty uniform and her brother was wearing what looked like a school uniform, and I noticed that everyone in her family was very attractive physically.  Her father and brother were very handsome, and all three of the Strongblade women were beautiful…and it was very clear that Sano and Mikano got their good looks from their stunningly beautiful mother.


I know it would get me kicked if I said it out loud, but Sano’s mother was more beautiful than either of her daughters.  But that in no way meant that Sano herself wasn’t absolutely gorgeous.  It just meant that her mother was pan-galactic supermodel level gorgeous.


I also learned that the grass on Shio Prime isn’t green.  It’s kind of lavender purple with hints of green in it.


Who knew.


We talked so long, Sano got in trouble with her sister.  Mikano called her interface three times to make her come back to the ship, then issued an ultimatum to either return now or get left behind.  “I’m so sorry, Mikki said she’s been called up by her HQ and she has to go somewhere,” she told me, standing up.  “She said if I don’t get back to the ship in fifteen minutes, she’ll leave me behind.”


“Can you make it?”


“Sure, it’s not far from here, and besides, she has a zip ship sitting outside waiting for me,” she smiled.  “I’ll log on as soon as I get home and we’ll go do something, okay?”


“You’re behind on your quests, so I’ll help you get them up to date.”


“That sounds fun,” she smiled as I stood up.  She surprised me a bit by stepping over and giving me a quick kiss on the cheek, patting my shoulder.  “See you in game in an hour or so.”


I watched her leave, and when I checked the time, I was almost shocked that nearly two hours had passed.  We’d been sitting there talking for hours!  It sure didn’t feel like it, it felt like we’d only been here for like half an hour.


I put a healthy tip down for the poor waitress that had to put up with us tying up a table for that long, then I headed home, looking forward to seeing Sano again, just in her furry alter-ego, Savar.

I wasn’t too surprised when I got into the game, because Emelda was there.  She was in my shop, clearly waiting for me, when I came down in Djinn form to stock it before I went out with Savar to help her get her Grand Crusade quests up to the rest of us.  “Avrazzi, is Xen home?” she asked hopefully.


“Upstairs, miss,” I answered.  “He only just arrived.  If you’ll wait for me to finish stocking the shelves, I’ll take you up to him.”  That was subterfuge, however, since Emelda knows I’m the Djinn, that I use it to stock the shop without being hassled.

“Sure.”


My relationship with Emelda—Rita—had gone very far in just a few days.  She’d stopped by the shop every day since our fight, and I’d let her come up to the apartment and we had a few talks.  She was everything I suspected, a fragile woman clearly suffering from PTSD from her ordeal as a slave, who clung to the game and her friends in it as an escape from the reality that had done so many awful things to her.  Since she knew I was a picker, she was much more honest with me than she probably was with her own family, because she knew I understood things far better than anyone else possibly could.  After all, I lived through it myself.  More than anything else, though, she wanted a friend, a friend she could be honest with, and I was about the only one that could fulfill that role.  I wouldn’t judge, I could empathize with her, and I knew how challenging it was to try to build a life after an ordeal like that, even after nearly fourteen years since it happened.

Some scars never fade.


Savar was a bit surprised when she came out of the guest bedroom and saw Emelda sitting on the couch beside my comfy chair, the viewing crystal tuned to CINN, the Confederation Intergalactic News Network, a brand new channel on the viddy lineup that dealt with news from the Confederation, which now included news from other galaxies.  The Confederation had spread beyond the Milky Way, with multiple members having established territories in two other galaxies.  “Em!” she said, coming to a stop.  “I didn’t know you were here.”

“I’ve been visiting since we made up,” she replied, giving Savar a slightly nervous smile.  “He told me you know he’s the Djinn.”


“Yes, I do,” she chuckled.  “I made the bow he uses in Djinn form, so he revealed it so I could get proper measurements.”


“Em offered to help you with your quests,” I told her, giving her a steady look where Emelda couldn’t see it.


“And I’d love to have you,” she said after glancing at me, coming over and sitting on the couch beside her.  “Xen told me that almost everyone is at the same point, with the next quest being the battle.”


She nodded.  “I think you’re the only one that’s not, but hopefully we can fix that today.”

“Well then, give me a minute to get ready, and we’ll go out and take care of it,” she smiled.


It didn’t take long.  Emelda offering to help Savar with her quests was her way of extending an olive branch to make up, and Savar was gracious enough to accept it.  The two of us helped her do three quests to catch her up to the rest of us, two of them just “run around and deliver messages” and the third a fairly tough fight against Sahaugin raiders to get intelligence from them.  It took us about four hours to complete, and Emelda really cut that time down because she knew the location of a scion that I didn’t that put us all but twenty minutes from where we needed to go.  And with Emelda helping us, we tore through the quest to repel a Sahaugin raiding party much faster than it would have taken me and Savar by ourselves…but it was still a pretty tough fight.  Emelda has to be the most powerful mage archetype on Methrian, but from what I saw in that fight, she might be one of the best.  She always knew exactly which spell was the most useful in any situation, and she used them with surgical precision.


But it was more than that.  Savar asking Emelda along was their chance to reconcile, and I could see it during the fight with the raiders and the quests before and after it.  By the time we returned to Citadel City, the two of them were giggling and carrying on, as if nothing had ever happened…which was what I expected.  Emelda may have been terribly hurt by what Savar and the others did, but they were family, and she couldn’t stay mad at people forever who she saw as family.  By the time Savar set down a large feast on the dinner table to celebrate her catching up on her quests, Emelda and Savar were friends again.  and I hoped it would foster the reconiciliation of the former members of the Dragon Knights, now spread across four guilds.


They wouldn’t get back together as a guild, but there was a good chance that they’d form an alliance to knock out the final raids and get ready for Citadel together.


I’d gotten to know Emelda fairly well over the last few days, and I could be honest…I liked her.  And not just because she was a sister.  The side she showed to those she considered family was very different than others she saw as outsiders, and I could understand why many people thought she was a bitch…because to outsiders, she was.  In her mind, and the mind of many pickers, the world is boiled down to them and us, and them are the enemy.  If you are not family, you are a threat.  But if you could get in, if you could get past the defenses she put up to protect herself from the outside, she was a warm, caring, surprisingly gentle soul that only wanted her friends—her family—to be happy.  And she’d do whatever it took to make sure her family was happy. 

“Xen told me what he’s planning to do with his Djinn form,” Emelda said around a mouthful of sungrazer stew.  “I think it’s a really smart idea.”


“I do too,” Savar agreed, sitting down at the table wth us…finally.


“It’s going to have to wait…a long time,” I said dryly.  “I almost completely wiped out all my savings buying Succor and making my Djinn swords, and setting up a research library is a very expensive proposition.  Even with my shop bringing in steady income, it may take me a month or two to raise the gold to buy the stuff I need to set up a decent library.”


“It’ll pay off in the long run, though,” Emelda said.  “I make absolute tons of money scribing spells, on top of what I make off my tailoring shop in Alaria.  I have some extra supplies you can use to get a start on your research library, Xen.  You’ll replace it all fairly quickly, but it can get you started.”


“I’d appreciate that, Em, thank you,” I told her with a smile and a nod.


“Can you scribe Teleport yet?” Savar asked Emelda curiously.  “I know you were working on it.”

“Not yet, I’m nearly fifty points away from being able to scribe it,” she replied.  “I’ve devoted too much time raising my scribing skill in Evocation so I can scribe my combat spells for our new mage guild members.  I really need to work on it, though.  I could make insane amounts of money if I could sell Teleport scrolls.  Everyone, like everyone, wants that spell.”


“I don’t think anyone on this server can scribe it,” I said.  “I almost never see it for sale in any of the major player markets.   And when I do, it’s always a loot drop spell.”

“How can you tell?” Savar asked.


“Player scribed scrolls look different than loot drop spells,” Emelda answered for me.  “All drop spells are on the same type of vellum.  If it was scribed by a player, it would use different paper and different ink.”

“Ah, okay.  I don’t mess around with magic enough to really know any of that,” she said.  “I think my highest spellcasting skill is like two hundred.”


“Just high enough to cast Create Shelter,” I noted.


“You guessed it,” she laughed.


“Where are your magic skills at, Xen?” Emelda asked.

“Mine?  My highest is Evocation, but that’s purely so I can aim Magic Missiles,” I answered.  “I worked on it for weeks to get it there.  One too many annoying fights with Sylphs using the crossbow cheese tactic,” I growled.  “Evocation is at 1,564.  My next highest is Abjuration, it’s 1,486, just fourteen away from a threshold.  The rest are around twelve hundred or so except for Illusion, that’s only 893.  I’ve had bad luck getting Illusion spells, so I haven’t really had any reason to raise it.  I had no spells that required a high skill to cast, and didn’t have any Illusion spells worth using a whole lot,” I shrugged.  “Well, outside of Improved Invisibility.”


“Those aren’t high enough,” Emelda told me.  “Evocation and Abjuration are, but not the others.  You need to get them all to fifteen hundred minimum if you want to do consistent damage as a mage.  As it is now you’ll be able to use some strong Evocation spells, but the problem is it locks you into one school.  If you come up against an opponent that has high resistance to Evocation magic, you’re screwed.”


“I figured,” I nodded.


“But I can help you out.  No doubt I have way more spells than you do.  I’ll scribe you some that you can use now, as well as some you’ll be able to use once you get your skills up to around thirteen hundred.  A mage is only as good as her spellbook, so you need the biggest spellbook you can get.”

“That’s very kind of you Em, thank you,” I told her, being careful not to decline her offer.  That would have unraveled a lot of the progress we’d made over the last few days.  She was offering to help, and as a picker, I wouldn’t, I couldn’t reject that offer.  That’s not how we did things.  “But you don’t have to go out of your way for me.  No need to tie yourself up for days scribing spells I can’t use yet.”


“I have some of them made already, and the others will just take me a couple of hours to scribe,” she assured me.  “It’s not a bother, Xen.”


“Alright then.”


We chatted for a while during and after dinner, then Emelda logged off for the night in my other spare bedroom.  Savar sat with me on the couch after she was gone, searching for a shiziki or baseball game for us to watch.  “Savar…thank you,” I said.


“For what?”


“For everything you’ve done over the last couple of days,” I replied.  “I really did feel better after you helped me come up with a plan for what to do after I quit, and you were the soul of grace with Emelda.  I really appreciate it.”

“I’m glad she seems better now,” she said.  “Almost back to her old self.  And now that I know what I know, I can’t be mad at her.  I had no idea she was so…so…messed up,” she sighed.  “She hides it well, but she’s just not right.”


“I don’t think any of us are, truth be told,” I admitted.  “Outside of the game, I’m an introvert who’s scared of anything and everything.  I don’t like being in public, I don’t like talking to people, and having to look someone in the eye all but induces a panic attack.  The only people I’ve ever been able to talk to out there are other pickers, Mrima, and you.  Sometimes I just don’t understand how I can be so different in here compared to out there.”


“Because this isn’t the real world, and you know it,” she replied.  “Em uses the game as an escape from the real world.  And in a way, I think you do too,” she told me honestly.  “Here, you can be what you were meant to be, not what the farm made of you.  I think that if you’d never been put on that farm, Xen is the person you’d be outside the game.”


I gave her a long look, both a little afraid of how close she was and uncertain of what it meant to our real life relationship.  She scooted over a tiny bit, enough to be shoulder to shoulder with me, and then took my hand in her furry paws and pulled it into her lap.  “Now hush, you silly thing.  The game’s on.”

That gesture allayed all my worries.  And I had no idea what happened at all during that game. The only thing I remembered was how warm and soft her furry hand was, how the pads on her palm and fingers were both rough and soft at the same time, and wondering what it would feel like to hold Sano’s hand in real life.


I still had no plan of action on the job front, but I was at least not in a panic over it.


Over the last week, I’d been spending more time at work perusing training programs than doing my work, but nobody really said anything.  The entire office knew I was quitting, which surprised them, which led to the progression of the other guys in the cubicle farm awkwardly coming over to say goodbye, realizing they had almost nothing to talk to me about because they didn’t know me at all, and going back to their own desks.  But most of them knew why I was leaving, because it was now common knowledge that a Faey was coming in to take over our department.  No doubt they all thought I was being a drama queen…but I don’t really care what I think.  All I care about is my life would become total hell if I was working in an office where I had to see a Faey all the time.

I hadn’t found anything yet that appealed to me, but I did have a couple of possibilities.  I was giving the idea of going into TEL programming more scrutiny, because it was a generic skill that had lots of job opportunities here in Jacksonville.  I’d seen a lot of listing for programmers on the city job boards.  But, I’m not sure I’d like programming.  I really have no idea what’s involved in it, but I would guess that it has the same requirements as database management, which is sitting at a desk doing a lot of data entry.  I figure programming is just putting your own stuff in the computer.


The fact that it’s similar to my job is one reason I hadn’t gone for it.  My job isn’t all that exciting or interesting.  I don’t want to go through the training for programming just to find it as unfulfilling as database management.


So, I was still riding the fence in the real world, but in the game, I’d made some progress.  My Djinn form was now fully geared up, and thanks to Emelda, I now had 14 new spells in my arsenal.  Twelve of them were combat spells, a wide variety of them that dealt both single target damage and area of effect damage, but the other two were very useful utility spells.  She’d given me her Reverse Time spell, the one she uses to reverse damage to herself, as well as her Blink spell, which teleported her about 20 meters or so in the direction she was facing.  It was a very fast casting defensive spell that mage archetypes used to get out of reach of enemies using melee weapons, or to break line of sight or otherwise mess up an enemy spellcaster.


Blink is very useful.


However, the week wasn’t taken up with magic, it was taken up with sword training.  I had a new sword skill, Blademaster, and while it was extremely useful to me, it was far, far more useful to my Djinn form.  That form had a much lower Armor Rating, which meant it would take much more damage from physical attacks.  Blademaster increased my armor rating based on a proportion of my skill in Blademaster, so getting it as high as possible as quickly as possible was critical to making my Djinn form far more survivable.

In a way, it made a kind of sense, in a realistic way.  A master swordsman could be naked and be far more protected from lesser skilled opponents so long as he had his sword, and was so skilled that he could mitigate some of the injuries he sustained by knowing how to move to lessen the impact of a weapon or protect his vital points, which is what I think the skill was trying to emulate using in-game rules. 

 I’d had a week to get everything set up, but I hadn’t really done much of anything except try to rebuild my cash reserves after wiping them out and engaging in suicidal fights with the weaker monsters around Citadel City to raise Blademaster.  I didn’t want to wander too far from home with the final battle coming up, mainly because I’d been spending almost every evening with Emelda, Savar, or both.  I’d go back to my usual exploration when the Grand Crusade was over, but until then, I was going to stay close to home.  Besides, I needed the time to rebuild my money, because I felt very, well, vulnerable having no gold.  I spent most of my time either taking care of my shop, keeping it well stocked, crafting items to put into it using my tradeskills, or roaming Citadel City and Freeport hunting for bargains that I could resell in my shop for a profit.  I did fit in some sword training and a few treasure hunting runs here and there, but I didn’t find anything impressive or valuable.

And I found out in a hurry that Emelda was right about my ability to do damage with spells in Djinn form, that my magic skills were too low to be a viable threat to high-skill monsters or players.  I tried killing monsters using the “stay high out of reach and pound them with spells and arrows” cheese tactic, and it was almost laughable.  I could barely scratch Citadel monsters with my spells, but I did somewhat better using Imbue Arrow and regular archery damage, thanks to the awesome bow and arrows Savar made for me.  But it still wasn’t enough to kill anything.  When monsters realized they couldn’t attack me back, they would seek cover and force me to come down into range of them in order to continue to do damage.  Monster AI was not stupid.  If they couldn’t reach their opponent, they would either run or use tactics that forced their opponent to get within reach of them.  But one thing I did do was exploit the faster skillup trick here on Citadel by casting or shooting arrows at monsters from high in the air, using them as target dummies for skillups and getting that accelerated skill up rate, then I’d just find another monster to annoy when my current target sought out cover.  I just had to be careful, because I didn’t want to accidentally attack a monster that might be on an NPC faction and therefore wreck any chance of raising it later.  I picked only the monsters that didn’t look like they were organized, like predatory animals and such. 

We were starting to establish ourselves on Citadel.  I wasn’t the only one treasure hunting in the ruins around they city, and as the pieces of loot we found started to get sold, mostly to the top guilds, that geared them up enough to where they could start killing the weak trash monsters just outside the city.  We’d established a tenuous foothold in that respect, and soon, in a few weeks I estimated, there was going to be a group geared enough to start doing the introductory quests in Citadel City.  It was going to be a group from a top guild that held a lot of Champions, who already had Citadel-level gear thanks to Champion’s Raiment, and I suspected it was going to be Savar’s guild that got there first.


Well, really, they were already there.  Savar said her guild had gone monster hunting a few days ago, and they did well enough to get a piece of gear to drop, which Savar got.


I still couldn’t kill anything one on one, but I had high hopes that I just might very soon.  I now had five pieces of Champion’s Raiment, my weapons, and the belt I’d found in a treasure chest.  I figured that if I got just one more piece of Citadel treasure chest loot, I’d be able to take on the passive animals.  And if I got two more, I might be able to kill the weaker monsters around the city by myself.  And once I was fully equipped in Citadel loot (including a necklace and two rings, which were usually only available from players with Jeweler skill.  Those items almost never dropped as loot, and when they did, they were truly special), I might be able to take on some of the slightly stronger monsters around the ruins closest to the city.  But that would require Jewelers being able to make Citadel-level stuff, and the tradeskill recipes for them were locked behind quests they had to do on Citadel.


I got a curious message from Savar that she needed to talk to me as soon as possible, so I told her to meet me in game after work.  I went through the motions for the rest of the day and headed home, and instead of doing my usual two hours in the gym, I went straight to my apartment and logged in.  She logged in about half an hour later, and came out of the guest bedroom and hurried right up to me.  “I have a lot to tell you,” she said quickly.


“About what?”


“I was visited by someone today.  The Grand Duke of the Karinnes.” 

“Really?  Wow.  Did your sister set that up?”


“Sorta.  He wanted to ask a favor of me.  He wanted to ask me to arrange it so you could meet him.”

“Me?  Why me?” I blurted, honestly taken aback.


“He asked me to organize a meeting between you,” she told me quickly.  “He wants to talk to you about something they found out about the game.  The game’s having an effect on us in the real world, Xen.  He said players are able to use some of their game skills in the real world, and that it happened to you.  He said you fought off a mugger using your game skills.  And you never told me about it!” she finished accusingly.


I was nearly stunned.  They did know it was happening!  But why did they want to talk to me about it?  Did they want to make me a guinea pig for experiments?  “Well, yeah, it did happen, but it wasn’t a big deal,” I told her, noticing her unhappy expression.  “I wasn’t in any danger, that’s why I didn’t tell you.”


“Well, don’t do that,” she ordered.  “But there’s more to it.  He said he’s not happy with how the U.N. is treating the farm survivors, and he wants to talk to you about that, too.  He wants to find out how much they’ve helped you, and I guess he wants to find out himself instead of asking someone to do it for him.  Mikki said that the Grand Duke is like that, he’s very hands-on, as you Terrans say.  So he wants to know if you’d be willing to meet with him in the game.  He had the devs make a character for him.”


“Here?”


“He said it might make you feel more comfortable,” she told me.  “He said he wanted to meet you in your territory.”

I could tell that Sano believed what she was saying, but I couldn’t fathom that someone like the Grand Duke would want to talk to someone like me.  The Karinnes had abandoned Earth almost right after the house formed, and more or less left people like me at the mercy of the U.N., who did shit for us.  So, I wasn’t entirely enthusiastic about the idea of talking to someone from the Karinnes.  No doubt it was some flunkie from his office, not the Grand Duke himself, who would pretend to be interested, pretend to care, and then forget about us the instant he walked out the door.


Just like everyone else did.


“Well…alright, I guess.  I mean, I don’t really understand why he wants to talk to me.  If it’s even him.”

“Oh, it’s him alright,” she said.  “I know what he looks like, and it’s definitely the man that visited me earlier today.”


“But will it be the same person that meets us in game?  He’ll be an avatar, not his real self.  It’ll probably just be some aid or secretary from his office.”


“I guess we’ll see,” she said.  “Let me send a message to the number he gave me to let him  know you agreed.  Hold on a second.”  She zoned out, separating herself from her merge to send a message in real life, and a moment later, she started moving again.  “He said he’ll meet us tomorrow afternoon at four your time, and he’ll come here,” she announced.


“How does he know where here is?”


“He has contact with the game devs, Xen.  They made a character for him on the game, after all.  They know you own this house, so he knows.”


“Oh.  Right.  Didn’t think about that,” I mused.


She chuckled.  “So, what’s on the agenda for today?  More training?”


“Yeah, I’m gonna work on sword skills outside the city,” I told her.  “What about you?”


“We’re free to do what we want until the battle,” she replied.  “Think we could go on a bit of an expedition to Netherim and hunt darkclaw raptors on the Ashen Expanse?  I need mats off of them to restock our guild’s supply of stat food,” she added.  That meant the food would be magical, and would raise the stats of whoever ate it for a short period of time.

““Sure.  I’ve never been there before, so it’ll be a chance to see something new.”


“I’ll go too!” Emelda called as she came into the parlor from the guest bedroom I assigned to her.  “Why not use a recipe from up here, Savar?  I know you have some”

“The three of us couldn’t kill the animals that drop the mats we need for that food, not in the amounts I need to restock the guild’s pantry.  Besides, the other materials I need for those recipes are expensive,” she frowned.  “Even the recipes are ridiculously expensive.  Most of them are around ten thousand gold a piece.”

“Everything up here is expensive,” Emelda noted.  “I think they use Citadel City as a gold sink, to take gold out of the economy.”


“It worked on me.  The Citadel unlocked, and two weeks later, I’m flat broke,” I declared.


Savar laughed.  “Our guild and most of us in it are wiped out as well, after buying our HQ building.”


“We are too, we just bought our guild HQ yesterday,” Emelda nodded.  “It took everything the guild had, and each of us had to contribute to make up the difference.”


“You mean you fronted the majority of the difference,” I corrected her.  Emelda was one of the richest non-merchant baron players on the server.  She had nearly seven million gold saved up, she’d admitted to me, and she made almost all of that gold from her tailoring skill.  She had the highest tailoring skill on the server, so she could make the best cloth equipment available for sale.


She flushed a little.  “Well, we needed it.  And I don’t mind if it’s for the guild,” she said demurely.  “Baron said the guild will pay me back, so it’s all good.”


“Well, Citadel is supposed to be the endgame, and I guess that means the endgame for the economy as well,” Savar chuckled, equipping her adventuring gear, her bow appearing slung over her shoulder.  “Soon as you two are ready to go.”


The three of us had developed into quite a team, and that made us scary efficient.  Emelda used Teleport to get us to the Ashen Expanse using a scion I’d never used before that was right in the middle of the expanse—but I could now.  It was a broad, flat plain on Netherim that almost constantly had a haze of gray ash hanging in the air, which was also infested with monsters called darkclaw raptors.  They were large dinosaur-like creatures that looked like velociraptors, but they were three meters tall, very aggressive, and they moved and hunted in packs. They were the top predator on the expanse, but there were so many of them it almost felt like they were herd animals.  Once we were there, we went hunting, making a competition out of who could gather the most meat in two hours.  And since darkclaw raptors weren’t very high skill monsters, it let us mow through them with such efficiency that we nearly triggered the environmental protection system by depopulating the plain around the scion of raptors.  I think I mentioned that the game reacts if players deal too much damage to an area, and killing everything in sight for kilometers in every direction was one of the ways that system could be triggered.  What it did do was trigger automatic emergency  respawning of the mobs, and when we saw that happen, we wisely dialed it back.  If we’d have gone after the respawned mobs, then it would set off the system and we’d have something like a pissed off dragon spawn on top of us and kill us.


But it got the job done.  After three hours, we had so much darkclaw raptor meat that Savar could easily restock both her own guild and Emelda’s guild with stat food.


The rest of the day went by without incident, us just sitting around my house talking as Savar used my kitchen to prepare the food, and the day after was even more uneventful as I worked on Blademaster and got help from Emelda setting up the beginnings of my research library using the supplies she lent to me,, but the day after that was quite eventful.  Not long after I logged in after work, my guest arrived.  Emelda and Savar were there, us sitting in the parlor planning out the rest of our day, when he knocked on the door to the apartment.  I allowed him in, and a moment later, a Jagaara strode into the parlor.  I honestly wasn’t expecting that.  He was wearing a black cloth shirt and dark gray leather vest—which was purely ornamental—a pair of stout black cloth pants, and had on leather bindings around his feet that served as “boots” for Jagaara.  He wore a metal circlet over his eyes that was probably his equipped head piece, and had leather wraps around his wrists with no gloves.  This…this wasn’t just some character the dev whipped up for him.  The way he was dressed, the way he moved confidently despite having a tail, whoever was behind that avatar had experience with it.


“Thank you for allowing me to see you,” the person behind the avatar said, his tail slashing a bit behind him.  “I’m sure Savar told you who I am and why I’m here?”


“She told us who you’re supposed to be, but I find it hard to believe that you’re the Grand Duke,” I answered.


“He is, Xen, he came to see me in Sao Paolo a couple of days ago,” Savar assured me.  “I know it’s him.”  She must have recognized his voice.  While we look different in the game, most of the time, our voices are the same.


“I asked Sano to arrange this meeting,” the Jagaara said as he moved to the open couch and sat down, curling his tail around to keep from sitting on it.  That too told me that he had experience with the form.  “I know she told you that her sister is in the Karinne Navy.  I asked her sister to talk to her, she agreed, we met, and Sano agreed to talk to you for me.”


“Why?  Why go through all this subterfuge?” Emelda asked directly.


“I thought it would be easiest on all of us, and more comfortable, if we met here,” the Jagaara answered.  “I’m here to talk to both of you, and this way, all three of us can talk without us having to travel in real life to a single place.”


“Us?  Why us?” I demanded.


“Because both of you are farm survivors, and there’s something going on in the U.N. government that I don’t like,” he answered.  “I wanted to talk to you about your experiences dealing with the Farm Services Department.  But there’s another reason I want to talk to you, and I’ll get into that a little later.  So, both of you, how easy have you found it dealing with the DFM?”


That really threw me for a loop.  That was what he wanted to talk to us about?  About our experience dealing with the DFM?  I…I didn’t know what to think.  It was the first time anyone ever asked me about that.  Was he for real?  Did he really care?


I listened as he talked to Emelda, starting from right when she was released from the farm all the way up to today, and the questions he asked…they seemed like he did care.  He asked the right questions, and he made sure to ask how she’d felt about her dealings with the DFM.  It almost seemed like he did care.  He then asked me many of the same questions, and I was unsure enough of his sincerity to still be guarded, but I did answer the questions honestly.  I made sure to make it clear that the DFM didn’t give a damn about us, and if we all dropped dead tomorrow, the DFM would be absolutely overjoyed about it.  They hated us, they absolutely hated us, and that attitude was evident every time they talked to us.


When he went back to Emelda, asking more questions about what had happened over the last year, it was enough to upset her.  Both me and Savar had to hold her hands to calm her down enough so she could finish answering the questions, and that seemed to make this Jason Karinne mad.  Not mad at Emelda, but mad that her experience was so bad that it made her upset to talk about it

That inclined me towards him.


“This was not how things were supposed to work,” he said in a clearly outraged voice, strong and determined.  “And I promise both of you, I’m going to fix it. And I’m going to fix it fast.”


“I’m so very glad to hear that, your Grace,” Savar said.  “Xen and Rita are my dearest friends, and I want them to be okay.”


“Oh, they’re going to be okay, I promise you that,” the Grand Duke said adamantly.  “Tomorrow morning, both of you are going to receive a package from a courier at precisely nine o’clock in the morning your local time.  It’s going to hold a certified voucher representing the money that you were entitled to but weren’t paid,” he told us, which made me blanch a little bit.  Was he…was he trying to buy us off?  Was I wrong about my first impression of him?.  “Take it to your bank and they’ll take care of it.  And by lunchtime, both of you will be contacted by the DFM, and they’re going to give you a comprehensive list of all the services that you should have been receiving all along.  Look over the list and choose whichever services you feel will help you.  And if the DFM gives you any grief, or they refuse to render those services, I want you to call me immediately.  I’m going to give both of you a contact number for my office.  It will connect you directly to Chirk, my executive secretary.  You tell her what problem you’re having, and she’ll bring it to me.  And I’ll fix it.  Just be warned, guys, she’s a Kizzik, so if you’re using video comm, be ready.  She doesn’t appreciate it very much when people who call her scream.”


Whoa.  Maybe he was for real, because he certainly sounded like he meant every word he said.  And if he was going to give us a contact number that went directly to his office…then he did mean business.


Maybe I could trust him.  God, I hoped I could.

“Thank you, your Grace,” Emelda said, looking over at the Jagaara.


“Just Jason will do, Rita,” he answered, a gentle smile on his face.  “Now, as to that other thing I wanted to talk to you about.  Kevin, we noticed that you’ve discovered that you can use your in-game skills in the real world,” he said, which made me gasp.


“You mean you knew it was happening?” I asked quickly.


“Of course we did, the game was programmed that way on purpose,” the Grand Duke answered calmly.  “The game had to be done that way to allow people to use their real world skills inside the game and be able to improve them.  That has to work both ways, so it means that the skills you learn inside the game, you can use in the real world.  Well, some of them.  Skills that rely on the physics that exist inside the game don’t really work in the real world, but the others will.  So, it’s not a bug, or a fluke, it’s the way the game was designed to work.  But we did notice something very interesting, and it involves you.  It seems that the third generation simsense is having an interesting side effect on you.  It’s sped up your reaction speed and reflexes, in effect, it’s trained you as if you were an athlete or a martial artist.  You have reflexes so fast that it very nearly makes you superhuman, and we’re positive that it was the simsense rig that did it.  With your permission, we’d like to investigate that a little further.  We’d like your permission to access your Medical Service records, so we can try to find out why only certain players seem to be affected by this.”


Wow.  Wow.  Was that why the guy with the knife seemed to move so slowly?  I could see every little detail, I could see the slightest shifting of his weight.  It was like he was moving in slow motion.  And that was because of the game?  Because the simsense had trained my reflexes to the point where I was as fast as a professional fighter?

“You’re not going to shut down CO, are you?” Emelda asked with honest fear in her voice.


“Oh good lord no, we see this as a good thing,” the Grand Duke soothed.  “There’s nothing wrong with the game helping you achieve your full potential, and we’ve already determined that this side effect is not harmful in any way to those who are being affected by it.  We’re just trying to track down why some players are being affected and some aren’t, and we need access to the affected players’ medical records so we can start looking for a common denominator.  So, Kevin, you think you can give us permission to access your files?”


I went over that fight in my mind, again and again, almost ignoring the others.  “It was like he was moving in slow motion,” I said quietly.  “I could see everything.  Every little move he made.  The shifting of the angle of the knife.  Everything.”


“That’s why.  Your reflexes have been affected by the third gen rig you use and honed by the game to make you faster than Bruce Lee, Kevin,” Jason told him.  “I dare say it’s one reason why you’re such a fantastic player, on top of your impressive skills.  You have the reaction speed of a soldier or a professional athlete, Kevin, not a desk jockey.  The game taught you to fight, but the simsense rig helped you develop the reflexes to use those skills to their maximum potential.”


That was…insane.  The game had taught me to fight, but it had also trained me to fight.  From the sound of it, I had the reflexes of a professional athlete, or a boxer.  But it fit.  What happened with the guy with the knife…it fit.  I couldn’t deny he was right.

And…and I liked it.  It made me feel even more safe, knowing that not only did I have the skills to protect myself, I had the reflexes to hold my own against someone that tried to hurt me. If what I was going to face were people like the knife guy, people that moved so slowly that I could see every tiny move they made, then I was confident I could protect myself from them.


“You said other players are being affected too?” Savar asked curiously.


The Jagaara gave a nod, which was definitely a human thing.  “We’re not sure how many, the game devs are running tests while players are logged in and trying to find them.  What we do know is that people who are very sensitive to a simsense rig, you know, the ones that have to turn up the limiters to prevent sensory overload, they’re the ones that are being affected the most by this side effect.  And we’re not really planning on telling them about this, because we don’t want to frighten them, and it’s not hurting them in any way.  We see this as a good thing, an unforeseen and beneficial side effect of a third gen simsense rig, and like I said, I have no problem with the rig helping people achieve their maximum potential.  If it’s helping them, I’m all for it continuing to help them.  I’m telling you, Kevin, because I’m confident that we can trust you with this, that you won’t blow everything out of proportion and cause a panic.  But I promise you, all three of you, we’ll never ask you to do any tests or experiments.  We’re fully aware that the time you spent on the farm may make the idea of that very frightening, and I’d never ask you to do anything you find uncomfortable,” he told us in a strong voice.  “All we want is access to your medical records, so we can try to find out why you’re sensitive to a simsense rig.  That’s it.”


I considered what he was asking, but I was also absorbing what he just said.  If he cared enough to understand that making us go to the Medical Service and do tests would be hard for us…maybe he did understand.  Maybe he was on our side.  I was getting more convinced of it every moment, mainly because of the little things he was saying like that, which always kept our well being in the forefront.  “I…okay.  You can have the access,” I decided.  “Do I have to do anything?”


“I’ll send you a form that you have to authorize and send to the Medical Service,” he replied.  “And now that the business is out of the way,” he said, leaning forward as if he were very eager to say what he was about to say, “I’m gonna pick your brain a little bit.”


“Over what?”


“I play the game too, and I’m a lot like you.  I play by myself most of the time.  That’s because my job is very demanding, and I can’t commit to a schedule, or even be assured I won’t be interrupted two minutes after I log on and have to log off.  I’ve been told that you’re one of the most experienced solo players in the entire game, so I want to learn a few of your tricks.  I have a goal, I want to learn how to beat overworld boss monsters solo so I can try to get Lone Wolf, and you’re the only player I know of in the entire game that can kill them so consistently.  So, I want to learn how you do it,” he said with a smile.


“You play?” I said in surprise.


“This isn’t just some random character the devs whipped up for me to come talk to you,” he said, patting his chest.  I was right!  That character was too, too, too lived in just to be something the developers created for him to use in the game!  “This is my character.  My avatar’s name is Blackfang, and he’s a magician archetype.  But, since I have real world fighting skills from my training as a rigger in the Karinne military,” he trailed off, pointing to the sword hilt over his left shoulder. Left shoulder?  Was the Grand Duke left-handed?  Interesting.  “They copied my character off the server I play on, and I’m going to be allowed to keep any loot or spells or items that I get while over here and take it back with me when I go home,” he chuckled.  “So, when the battle happens at Freeport, I’ll be here and I’m gonna fight in it.  And I’m looking forward to it.  I did the orc invasion event last year, and I’ve been hoping that they’d do something like that again.”


Finding out that the Grand Duke played really broke the ice, with all three of us.  He asked me a bunch of questions about soloing, and he spoke using game terms, meaning he knew what they meant.  It was abundantly clear that he wasn’t just a player, he’d been a player for a long time, and that made him much more, well, real to me.  And to the others.  Here wasn’t some nebulous ruler, but a regular guy that just had a really important job, and like the rest of us wage slaves, he liked to escape from the stresses and weight of that job by playing CO.  It was one of the ways he decompressed…in a way, he was escaping from his life of making dreadfully important decisions by playing the game the same way me and Rita escaped from lives that sucked by coming to a world where our lives were much better.  Emelda hitched on him saying he was a mage to talk about spells with him, and I asked him a bunch of questions about how he used his real life skills in the game, how he learned how to fight with a sword and how well it translated to playing.  We got so into it that over an hour passed by, and it got to where we were laughing at his jokes and chatting with him like he was just another player.

And I think he liked that.  He didn’t seem like the type that loved people fawning over him…but I don’t know why I got that impression.  I just did.


What he wanted to talk about most, though, was how to beat boss monsters solo so he could get Lone Wolf.  I explained my methodology to him, from the intentionally dying dozens of times to learn the boss monster’s abilities and powers, and once I was confident I had it figured out, stocking up on the consumables I needed to take it down.


“Huh,” he said absently.  “I never thought consumables could be that powerful.”


“You don’t know the right enchanters,” I told him.  “The NPC enchanter that makes the consumables I use can make almost anything.  I tell her what I need it to do, and she comes up with something.  It may not be perfect, or as powerful as I need it to be, but it always helps.  And if you’re gonna take on a boss monster solo, you need every bit of help you can get.”


“I’ve seen some of the consumables he’s used, and yeah, they’re pretty crazy,” Savar agreed with a laugh.  “The NPC merchant he buys from must have an insanely high enchanting skill.”


“I have enchanting skill, and it’s at 1,093,” he told us.  “But I can’t make anything like some of the things he described.”


“Then I guess you’re just not high enough yet,” Emelda ventured reassuringly.


“Well, gives me a reason to keep working on enchanting,” he agreed.  “I practice it mainly to help out my guild.  I’m the only enchanter we have.”


“You’re in a guild?”


“On my normal server, yeah.  It’s made up of most of the kids and our friends around my neighborhood that play the game.  My 17 year old neighbor is our guild master, and she’s very good at it,” he said.


Wait…they had 17 year olds playing on Karis?  But only adults can play on Terra, because only adults can have jacks!  How did teenagers play on Karis, did they have different rules?  Or did they use a different kind of jack that allowed teenagers to get one without it hurting them when they grew and the jack didn’t?  Curious.


“I’d have thought that you’d be the guild master,” I noted.

“I don’t have the time to commit to the game to handle that kind of responsibility,” he said honestly, and it was response I almost expected after talking to him for so long.  “If I get to play for three hours in a takir, then I’m lucky.  I’m even luckier if those three hours are uninterrupted.”


`”I guess you’re really busy, running a planet and all,” Emelda observed.  “And I can’t believe I’m sitting here talking to someone that does.”


“Us planetary rulers are still people, Rita,” he grinned at her.


“We’ve heard stories that you just walk around on your planet like everyone else,” I said.


“When I can.  My guard captain sends guards with me if I’m going to a potentially unsecure place, like when I come to Terra, but I don’t really need them at home,” he affirmed.  “I shop at the store, take my kids out to the park, and go to baseball games like anyone else.  I don’t even live in a mansion, or on an estate, I live in a colonial on the northwest side of Karsa.  The only way my house is really different from anyone else’s in the neighborhood is there’s a guard barracks behind the house for the Dukal Guard that protects my family, and there’s a security fence that encloses the neighborhood where I live to give the guards control over who comes and goes.  But that fence isn’t around my house, it encompasses the entire neighborhood.  I wasn’t born into this nobility crap.  I was born and raised a normal person, and I like to be a normal person as much as possible.  I find all the primadonna superiority complex bullshit the others have to be super annoying.”


We laughed, and that confirmed my suspicions.  The Grand Duke Jason Karinne may be a ruler, but he was just a regular guy too.  “My sister said you’re too good to be a Grand Duke.  Now I see what she was talking about,” Savar told him.


“Mikano’s been talking about me, eh?  I’m gonna have to get her for that,” he said playfully, which made Savar chuckle.


“You know her personally?” Emelda asked. 


“I know all my ship captains personally,” he answered forcefully, as if it meant a lot to him.  “And Mikano also happens to be one of my wife’s best friends.  They hang out together all the time.”


“Mikki’s told me about that much,” Savar said.  “She’s told me some pretty wild stories about Duchess Jyslin.”


“They’re most likely true.  And even if they’re not, Jys will claim that they are just to make her look cooler,” he said lightly.  He was quiet a moment, his eyes turning distant in the way when someone was getting bothered by someone in real life, then his eyes became lucid again.  “And speaking of work, it just called,” he said with honet regret, standing up.  “Afraid I’m gonna have to go, guys.  Thank you for the game advice, Kevin, and thank you for giving us access to your medical file.  Remember, both of you, a courier is going to come to you tomorrow at nine o’clock your time, so make sure you’re either at home or at work.  And I promise you, I’m going to get to the bottom of what’s going on with the DFM and I’m going to make sure that all the farm survivors get everything they were promised,” he told us with sincere concern in his voice.  “I made you guys a promise when I took over Terra from the Trillanes, and I’m gonna make damn sure that that promise is kept.”


“Thank you, your Grace,” Emelda told him.  “It’s been so long since it felt like anyone cared about us.”


“I always have, and I always will,” he assured us.  He shook our hands one by one, and then he asked me to escort him to the door downstairs.  I did so out of curiosity mainly, walking with him down to the door to the alley outside.  He turned to me after opening the door, looking down at me with strong, steady eyes.  “Thank you for all your help, Kevin,” he said, offering his hand.

“Thank you, Jason.  For helping us, and for caring about us.”


“I should have never let it get this far,” he said in a growl.  “I should have been paying more attention to the DFM.  I made you guys a promise, and I failed to uphold it.  But I promise you, all of you, I will fix this fast,” he said in a powerful voice.  A text message uploaded to my vidlink, to which the vidlink alerted me in game.  “I just sent you and Rita a contact number, and sent you that form you need to authorize and send to the Medical Service. That number connects directly to my office on Karis, to my executive secretary Chirk,” he told me.  “If the DFM gives you any grief, you call me immediately and I’ll step on them.”

“I will, thank you,” I told him.


“And remember, nine o’clock tomorrow.  Be somewhere the courier can find you, either at home or at work. Don’t be on a transport.”


“I have to be at work at eight, so I’ll be easy for him to find,” I assured him.


“Good.  I hope to see you in game again, Kevin.  I’ll be at Freeport for the final battle. Maybe we can kick some Kanlon ass together.”


“I think I’d like that very much,” I told him with an earnest smile.  “We are on the same faction.”


“That we are,” he nodded.


After he said his goodbye and hurried down the alley, no doubt towards the inn so he could log out, I went back up to the parlor.  Emelda and Savar were already talking about the visit, and from the sound of it, both of them were very much inclined towards Jason Karinne.  And so was I.


“I liked him,” Emelda declared.  “He did seem to care.”


“Mikki said that he has a big heart,” Savar said.


“How much has she told you about him?” I asked.


“Not a whole lot, but what she has said has always been good. I hear more about his wife, than him,” she laughed.  “Mikki and Duchess Jyslin are good friends, and Mikki’s told me about some of their wilder adventures together.  She seems like the kind of friend that ends up in the jail cell with you the morning after.”


I had to laugh.  “She must be wild.”


“His wife is Faey, so yeah.  Mikki said it was the biggest culture shock of her life having a Faey woman as a best friend,” she laughed.  “Shio aren’t anything like Faey.”


“Well, I guess not all Faey are bad,” I said absently.  “And you’ve been keeping secrets.”

“Mikki asked me not to bandy about what she tells me,” she replied soberly.  “But I will say one thing.  Mikki once told me she would die for Jason Karinne.  I think now, after talking to him in real life a few days ago and again in here, I understand why she said it.  He’s quite a man, isn’t he?”


“I like him,” Emelda agreed.  “I really think he cares about us.”


“I think he does too,” I agreed.  “I just hope that he cares about all of us, not just the two of us he met in here.”


“I think he will,” Emelda predicted.  “He seemed so mad when we told him how the DFM treats us.  If he can make them help us, help all of us, I’d die for Jason Karinne too.”


And I knew she meant it.


I almost forgot about the courier.

She showed up at exactly nine o’clock the next morning, but to my surprise, it wasn’t FedEx or a shipping service. It was a Kimdori, a race I’d never seen before in the flesh, but I’ve seen pictures of them on the viddy and on Civnet to know what they look like.  It was a very young Kimdori female carrying a small case with her, and she was escorted to my desk at exactly 9:00.  She approached me and put her hand on my neck—I’d read that was some kind of ritual greeting they used—then she seemed to nod to herself as she leaned over my desk and put the case on it.  “I have something for you, Kevin Ball,” she said without preamble.  “The Grand Duke ordered I give it to you personally.”


“He told me you were coming,” I answered.


“If you’d put your thumb here to confirm your identity and certify that the package was delivered,” she prompted, pointing to a thumbprint scanner on the case.  I did so out of curiosity, and that caused the case to open.  A biometric lock?  The Grand Duke wasn’t playing around.  Inside, in a bungee strap to keep it from sliding around inside the case, was a single envelope.  “If you’d open the envelope and confirm it holds what you expect?” she prompted.


I did so, taking it out and pulling out a very official looking piece of…it wasn’t paper.  It was like some kind of supple metal, silvery in color, soft to the touch and flexible, and it had writing etched into it rather than printed upon it.  It said Certified Voucher at the top, and under that it said First Bank of Moridon.  Below that it read:  Certifies that the owner of this voucher, Kevin R. Ball, is entitled to transfer from account K3956B37385662-0001 the amount of C517,835 at any financial institution registered to the Moridon Financial Services Network.  Biometric identity level two required to authorize fund transfer.

Holy…shit!  FIVE HUNDRED THOUSAND credits!  That was a fortune!  It was a fucking king’s ransom!  I almost swallowed my tongue reading that amount!


Holy God above, Jason Karinne was now my new best friend!


Along with it was a handwritten note:  This is for the fourteen years that you have NOT been getting the assistance and support you were entitled to under the agreement I made with the U.N., it said, written in Faey.  Don’t go crazy with it, Kevin.  Make a plan, and this money will last you the rest of your life.  And I hope it’s a good one.

“My task is complete,” the Kimdori declared.  “The case is yours to keep, Kevin Ball.  I suggest you return the package to the case, for only you can open it.  And don’t lose it,” she prompted.  I gave her a glance, then hastily did as she suggested, putting the metal slip back in the envelope, putting it back in its holder, and closing the case.  “Good day to you.”


She then left, left me swimming in shock and excitement.  Holy shit, I didn’t have to worry about losing my job now!  C500,000 was a lot more money than the old dollars we used to use, it was like being a millionaire before the subjugation!  With that, I could buy a house in the upscale neighborhoods of Jacksonville, a luxury hovercar, a luxury skimmer, and have enough left over to hold me over for a whole year before I had to get a job!  And if I saved that money and used it wisely, I never had to work again!  I could live off the interest it earned for the rest of my life, as long as I lived modestly!

I had options.  I had so many options!


But I also had a job, and I’m not a dick.  I gave my two weeks’ notice last week, I had four days to go, and I wasn’t just going to skip out on them now that I no longer needed the paycheck from those last four days.  But my mind was completely scattered, so I didn’t get much done that day.  I spent the day feverishly considering how I wanted to use the money, if I would buy stuff or just stay in my apartment and live off investment interest, and I kept that case in my sight at all times, not even eating lunch because I didn’t want to risk taking it into the cafeteria and somehow losing it or forgetting it  I even took it to the bathroom with me.


I was almost trembling with both excitement and anxiety when I took the voucher to the only place I could think to go, and that’s my bank, Moridon Municipal Savings.  MMS is more or less the go-to bank for most working class and lower middle class people, because they have very modest fees and they offer a bunch of useful services for people who work for a living, from auto and home loans to retirement plans.  I was glad it was a Moridon bank, because that meant they’d honor the voucher. The teller, a Terran, was a bit surprised at the voucher, and called in a Moridon supervisor to authenticate it.  “This voucher is valid,” the super-tall Moridon said, looking down at me with those eerie glowing red eyes.  “It requires level two biometric identification, Mister Ball.  A thumbprint and a retinal scan.  If you would kindly look at the camera here,” he prompted.  After I confirmed who I was, he brought me to his desk in a small office off the lobby.  He deposited the money in my account, then he suggested that with this much money, I might want to think of moving the money to a bank for people that catered to upper class people.  But his most urgent advice was also good advice.  “I must stress that your first action should be to get in touch with a professional financial planner, Mister Ball,” he told me.  “Most people who have never had this much money have no idea what to do with it, and often, they mismanage or waste it.  I can refer you to a fully licensed and bonded Moridon financial planner that can help you decide on a plan for this money and then put it into action.”


“That’s…that’s a good idea,” I agreed.  “You can give me a contact number?”


“Several,” he replied.  “But my recommendation is you contract with a financial planner that works for a Moridon bank.  They have no personal stake in the plan they make, so they are always objective.  And that is why you should consider opening an account with a more…prestigious Moridon institution,” he said modestly.  “They have financial planners on staff that can assist you for free, as part of the bank’s offered services.” 


“I think I’ll stay here until I decide what to do,” I told him.  “You guys have always been very good to me, and I’m just fine with the money staying here while I figure things out.”

He gave a nod of thanks for my compliment.  “We do offer a variety of short-term investment certificate options that carry no risk, that will earn that money a modest return while you decide what to do,” he told me.  “With investement periods as short as two takirs.  It would be wise to let that money start working for you as you decide what to do with it.”


“Two takirs?”


He nodded.  “By the time you contract a financial planner and have a plan ready, the money will be available for investment.”


“Okay, that’s a good idea.  It’ll let me look over the options and decide what I want to do.”


“A wise choice,” he said in his calm voice.


The one thing I’ve learned, and that everyone knows, is that the Moridon do not cheat people.  They tell you exactly what they’re going to do, they explain everything in great deatail so you know exactly what’s going on, and they always do exactly what they say they’ll do.  When he said he could put that money in a no-risk 20 day investment that would give me a return of .0035%, that was exactly what I got.  That rate of return was slightly higher than the usual rate on a normal account (they didn’t have separate checking and savings accounts here, just a “transaction account” that was both rolled into one), which would let that money earn a slightly higher return while I decided how to use it.  It did lock up the money for 20 days, which was why I only put C500,000 into it, and not all of it.  That gave me C17,000 or so available in case I wanted to splurge a little bit, but also kept me from getting crazy by putting most of the money in a time locked safe, as it were.


When I logged on, Emelda was already in the parlor, and she rushed up to me.  “Did you get five hundred thousand?” she asked breathlessly.


“A little over, but yeah,” I told her.


She gave a squeal of delight, took my hands, and literally jumped up and down.  “I can’t believe it!” she said.  “He did take care of us, Kevin!  I can buy a house, buy a car!  I can travel!  I can quit my job!”


“Did you get contacted by the DFM?” I asked.


“Not yet, you?”


“No.  I guess he hasn’t gotten that part arranged yet.  But I’m sure it’s going to happen.”


“Me too!” she agreed.  “He does care about us, Kevin!  He cares about us pickers!  Ohhh, I hope the others get as much as we did!”


“Me too,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders to calm her down a tiny bit.


We talked about our good fortune until Savar logged on, and then told her the good news.  “That’s wonderful!” she gushed.  “I think both of you deserve every credit of it!  Have you made plans to invest it yet?  You really should talk to a financial planner, both of you,” she urged.


“My bank suggested that, and I’m gonna do it,” I nodded.  “He gave me several contact numbers of more upscale Moridon banks and some independent financial planners. I have no idea what to do with the money, so I need to talk to someone with experience.”


“You think I should?” Emelda asked.


“It would be the smart thing to do, Em,” Savar told her.  “My family’s fairly well off,” she said modestly, which was an understatement.  I’ve seen pictures of her parents’ house back on Shio Prime, it’s a freakin’ manor, “and the first thing you learn when you have money is that you need to have a good plan on how to manage it.  You’d be surprised how fast it can disappear if you don’t have a plan.  If you make a good plan, Em, you can have the money to do whatever you want to do and never have to work again.  You could start your own business, you could travel, you could just lay in bed and play CO all day every day, but you need to talk to a planner to make sure that you have a plan to make sure it happens.”


“Okay.  You’ve convinced me, Savar,” she said.  “I’ll talk to the bank about finding a financial planner.”


“Go to a Moridon bank, Em,” Savar stressed.  “They won’t ever cheat you.”


“Okay.”


“You used Moridon banks when you lived on Shio?” I asked.


“Oh yeah, the Moridon have had banks all over the sector cluster for hundreds of years,” she answered.  “And we learned quickly that a Moridon bank never tries to smooth-talk you into making decisions that benefit the bank more than they do you.  So both of you, put the money in a Moridon bank and hire a Moridon financial planner to help you make a plan for it.  They’ll do what’s best for you.”

“Glad to have some confirmation,” I chuckled.  “I’ve had good experiences with my current bank, and it’s a Moridon bank.”


“MMS?” she asked, and I nodded.  “They’re great, aren’t they?  They offer so many services and they don’t charge much at all for them.”


“I bank at First Republic Bank, a statewide bank here in Texas.  I wasn’t sure about putting my money in a bank run by people from another planet,” Emelda admitted.


“They’re trustworthy, Em.”


“If you say they are.”


We didn’t get much done at all in game, sitting around the house and discussing our massive windfall, and talking about what we were going to do with it.  While we were doing that, both me and Emelda got a text message from the DFM, asking to talk to us over vidlink.  We both logged out to do that, and I found the entire exercise almost amusing.  The DFM worker was both a little flustered and a little annoyed, as she clearly had to talk to someone that didn’t come groveling to her begging for her help, but clearly afraid of what might happen to her if she screwed up the meeting.  It was apparent that the Grand Duke had probably made some very angry calls to the DFM and forced them to reach out to us, and the DFM was sulky about it. She explained a bunch of programs that I had no idea existed that were supposed to help us, and my first and most obvious question made her literally scowl at me:  “why wasn’t I ever told about this stuff before?”

“I guess because you didn’t fully read the guide that was handed out to you when you were released from the farm,” she retorted snippily.


“Yeah, someone with these was supposed to carefully read a big book right after being released from a death camp,” I snapped back harshly, pointing at the scar on my face.


It didn’t get much more polite from there, and I wasn’t about to let her get me mad enough to hang up on her…and it almost seemed that that was what she was trying to do.  It was like she was being deliberately combative to try to stop me from using any of the services she was being forced to explain to me.


Despite her pissy attitude, a couple of the programs she told me about sounded good, like the stipend program and the business assistance program, where they would help me start a business of my own, and I made note to go down to the DFM office personally once I finished my two weeks’ notice and look into them.  The stipend program explained to me where all that money came from.  It seemed that I was supposed to be getting a payment every month to help supplement my income, and I’d never been told about it.  The Grand Duke said I’d be paid every credit I was owed, and it must have been from that program.  The money I got was like getting back pay, it was all the credits I should have gotten from that payment program over fourteen years.  And I could get on that program and get those monthly payments, because that program was supposed to last for the rest of our lives.  We were supposed to be getting a monthly stipend until the day we die.


And with the big payment the Grand Duke gave me, maybe I could start my own business…though I had no idea what kind of business I’d want to own.  But it was an option, and since I doubted I was going to get another job after I finished out at 2M, it would be an option to keep me occupied.  I may go to skill training just to learn how to run a business of my own.  Or maybe I could go to the Academy and take business, since I found out from prissy bitch’s briefing that pickers had automatic acceptance privileges at the Academy.  If I wanted to go to the Academy, I was guaranteed to get in.


I didn’t want to move to Norfolk, though.  If I did it, I’d take courses at the satellite campus here in Jacksonville.


That idea appealed to me.  Maybe I would take some courses at the Academy.  I could take computer science courses and business courses, and maybe start my own computer company.  I do like computers, and I liked the idea of having something to do.  Much as I love CO, I know that it’s important to stay involved in real life, and having my own company would keep me very much engaged in real life.


Or maybe I wouldn’t.  But the one thing I had now, which I never had before, was the time to decide what I want to do without having to worry about money.  Or a place to live.  Or anything.  Thanks to Jason Karinne, I felt very secure about my future, that I would be financially stable and that there were indeed people out there looking out for people like me.


For the first time in a long time, I felt optimistic about the future.
