
I could honestly say that I was used to this now.


Sitting at my table instead of in the merge pod, using my interface to connect me to the vidlink, I uploaded a new viddy to my page, which was an exploration guide for the Iceshard Mountains.  Since it was a specialty viddy, I didn’t expect to see many views on it.  I’d finished my exploration of the mountains a few days ago, and I have to say, it wasn’t quite as exciting as I thought it would be.


The reason why took me a while to figure out, and it was fairly simple.  I outgeared the area.  I was in Champion’s Raiment, which was low to mid tier Citadel raiding gear, and my gear that wasn’t Raiment was random loot drops from the overworld outside Citadel City, stuff I found in chests or stuff I bought from people who farmed them.  I noticed how easy it was when I did the giant village rep not long ago, and my exploration of the mountains, and the fights I got into there, had made it apparent.  It wasn’t as challenging now, and in a way, it made it not quite as much fun.  I certainly wanted to finish my exploration of the continents, to have the most complete maps of any player in the game, but exploration wasn’t nearly as dangerous now, and that made it less exciting.


Even the five overworld boss monsters I’d killed in the Iceshard Mountains weren’t all that exciting.  I only died about three times each to them as I learned their abilities, where usually I’d die like fifty times.  And I hadn’t needed any special consumables to take them down, either.  I just needed to learn what they could do, and that let me beat them with only my gear and usual buff spells.  And that was…almost disappointing. 

I was in a bit of a gray area when it came to my gear.  I was too geared for the Twin Worlds for it to be challenging enough to be exciting, but I wasn’t nearly geared enough to solo on the Citadel.  So, I was more or less stuck just mapping new areas and searching for overworld boss monsters to fight.  As of right now, overworld boss monsters and dungeons were the only really challenging content that I could solo.

I activated the viddy on my channel, making it viewable, and checked over the other viddies there.  I had 27 viddies on my page now, a mix of tutorials and several viddies I did about the places I’d explored, and I was still making more than enough money off the viddies for me not to need to touch my stipend or annuity income.  I was living off my viddy income, and it was enough to let me afford about anything I wanted…given I didn’t have rent or car payments or anything big that came out of that money.  My skimmer and hovercar payments were automatically deducted from my annuity payments before it even hit my bank, and my mortgage payments were similarly deducted from my stipend, so I never had to worry about paying them myself.  The rest of the money from those two income streams went untouched, piling up in the bank, because the income from my viddies was far more than I needed to live on with the bills I had remaining.

The biggest money-maker viddy for me wasn’t the human flight tutorial I did, it was actually a viddy that I hadn’t planned on making.  It was a duel, a duel between me and Alandra, which we made a few weeks ago.  We both recorded it, and released it on our respective Arena channels, letting viewers see the fight from each of our points of view.  Alandra created that Arena page more or less just so she could post her side of the duel viddy.


It wasn’t a planned viddy.  The planned viddy was my human flying tutorial, where I explained how flying could be used offensively for a melee warrior.  And to be fair to it, it was a very good viddy and it racked up a whole lot of views.  Alandra had come through for me, serving as my partner in the viddy and serving as the perfect counterpart.  There weren’t very many players on our server with the ability to dual wield at our skill level, and I needed someone was good as I was for my tutorial..


Dual wielding in the game isn’t very common, because of both the skill prerequisites and the fact that it took a long, long, long time to develop the skill to where it wasn’t a hindrance to you.  You had to get the skill to 1,000 just to remove the damage rating penalty from your attacks—you attack at a penalty at low skill levels, reflecting most people’s lack of ambidexterity—and that’s a long road to hoe just to get to where you do decent damage with a skill in this game.  It takes time and dedication to the style, and it’s one of the few skills in the game that starts at a penalty that you have to remove through training.


That’s what makes the dark elf racial bonus so powerful.  Dark elves start with dual wield, and they suffer no penalty when they use it, even at skill level one.  It reflects the lore in the game that dark elves are all naturally ambidextrous and exceptionally as a race, and are some of the most deadly melee fighters in the game not because of their size or strength, but because of their grace and their speed..


When I decided I wanted to dual wield—like Xen Quickstrike from Starblade—I had to dedicate myself to working through the penalty, which was a long, very painful process given I did it completely solo.  I did it by going back to the starter areas and fighting monsters that posed enough of a challenge to give me opportunities to skill up, monsters that took forever to kill because of the damage penalty, and slowly work my way back up to where I’d been when I took up the skill.  At that time, I’d just left faction territory and was adventuring in the Umbral Plain, not far to the northeast from the faction border, closest to Jagaara territory.  So, I had to, in effect, go back to the beginning and slowly work my way back out of faction territory, raising Dual Wield as I went to reduce the damage penalty, which allowed me to hold my own against higher and higher skill monsters.


Qualifying for Dual Wield takes time.  It takes a 1,250 skill in a one handed weapon amenable to being dual wielded, Swords, Axes, Daggers, or Maces, and a minimum natural Agility of 50 to unlock the skill, which meant I spent a lot of time hunting for special consumables that raise your base, natural stats, rather than acquiring gear that raise your stats.  Those consumables, known as Ioun Stones, are fairly rare in the game, and they only raise a base stat by one point.  So, I had to farm up 23 of them to get my natural Agility high enough to unlock Dual Wield.  And that was after dumping all my starter points in Agility when I first rolled Xen, making sure he had the absolute maximum Agility possible for a human when he was created.

But it’s worth it, my God is it worth it.  Once you get Dual Wield to 1,000, you’re dealing full damage with both weapons, and you deal more base damage per second (DPS) than any other melee fighter in the game, including those using massive two handed weapons.  That’s the reward for sticking with Dual Wield for weeks, months, grinding it out and suffering through fighting at a disadvantage until you master the skill.  This game rewards dedication, and you have to show a ton of it to Dual Wield…unless you’re a dark elf.  That’s why there aren’t very many Dual Wielders in this game who aren’t dark elves.


Anyway, Alandra was a massive help with the tutorial, because she could demonstrate the moves I was doing on the ground while I did them in the air, allowing viewers to see a side by side comparison of how they changed, and she could also hold her own against me when I demonstrated the moves and the style against an opponent.  We had a ton of fun recording the segments, and afterward, we decided to have it out for real and see which of us was the better Dual Wielder.


And that was the unplanned viddy.  We decided to move to the Arena of Arms in Citadel City, a stadium of sorts open to the public that was a place popular for people who like to duel each other, and we had a duel.  An epic duel.  We decided that we would only use skills, spells, and abilities that both of us knew, so we were on completely even ground, and I wouldn’t be allowed to fly.  And then we had at it.

For nearly half an hour.  One duel lasted nearly half an hour.  And I swear, I don’t think I’ve ever had that much fun fighting against another player.  It was a full-out brawl that was mixed with elements of strategy, tactics, and magic, since both of us are “warrior mage” archetypes, primarily melee fighters but with an array of spells in our arsenals we use in combat to support our hand to hand fighting skills.  The fact that both of us have quite a few defensive Ancient Skills was what made it take so long.  I had no idea Alandra had so many of them, including skills that usually only went to main tanks in a raiding party.


She had them because she did a lot of dungeons when not raiding—Ancient Skills dropped from dungeon bosses—and the main tanks in her guild already had most of them, so they were handing out the skills that dropped to melee warriors that could use them.  She usually only grouped with her guildies, so that meant that she got any skill they didn’t need.  And like the smart CO player she was, she’d raised them to make them very useful to her, even in a raid.  Alandra’s defensive skills meant she could protect herself from boss Area of Effect attacks and adds, and that took the pressure of the raid’s healers. 

That made her an exceptionally well-rounded and exceedingly nasty opponent in a duel.


We both recorded the duel, and we both released viddy of it on our respective Arena channels—Alandra creating a channel just so she had somewhere to post the viddy—showing people the same fight from each point of view.  And to say it was popular was an understatement.  It was the first viddy I’d made that exceeded one million views, which it racked up in the first week.  It was currently at nearly sixteen million views, a viewer stat that had put thousands of credits in the bank.  And people were still watching it.  Our two viddies had more or less gone viral among CO players, so much so that people from other empires, playing in different server clusters, were watching out viddies. 

Posting the viddy was only half of my satisfaction today.  Yesterday me and Sano had gone on another date, and we went big.  We went on a tour of a planet called Axis, Axis Three, which was in another galaxy.  There was a Stargate that led to the galaxy nearest to ours called the Magnum Dwarf Supercluster, and about three weeks ago, the Stargate had opened to civilian tourism.  We’d gone on a tour of the planet, which was being left untouched  as a nature preserve, kind of like a safari in open-topped hover transports that let us see a bunch of animals native to the planet.  It wasn’t a cheap date, that was for sure.  The gate passage fee alone was C270 for the round trip, and the safari tour cost me C100.  But it was worth it because Sano wanted to go, and when Sano wants to do something, we do it.  Besides, I can admit that I had a lot of fun, because I’d liked zoos when I was a kid and the animals we saw on the safari were pretty cool.

Our relationship was definitely progressing, but it was progressing slowly.  Before our first date, the shiziki game, I’d honestly studied for that date by reading up a little about Shio society and customs, as well as a little bit about their history, so I didn’t say or do anything that might embarrass her.  For example, I learned that it was considered improper for Shio who aren’t married or blood related to touch each other’s bare skin in public, even among friends.  It was an old, old custom that was rooted in one of the Shio religions.  So, Terran customs like shaking hands were seen as rude in Shio society.  That explained why Shio servers and store clerks always wore gloves, so any incidental contact with a customer was not skin to skin.


I’d learned a bit about dating in Shio society, mainly—and I’m embarrassed to admit I read this—through an article on Civnet that explained how Terrans should act when dating Shio.  Despite the tawdry undertones of the article, it was very informative in that it explained the societal expectations of men and women in Shio society when it came to dating.  And the biggest thing I learned from that article is that Shio women do not move fast.  Their society makes them remarkably like Terran women from the 1950’s in that they expect men to pay attention to them and court them for a long, long time, and they expect to be treated with proper respect the entire time.  The guide said that a Terran man shouldn’t even try to so much as touch a Shio woman’s hand skin to skin until after the third or fourth date. Shio society didn’t have a “hook-up culture” like Terran society did, dating was supposed to be a slow, long process where the two of them felt each other out and learned a whole lot about each other before they so much as kissed.  And while Sano lived on Terra, she was a Shio to the roots of her dark green hair, and I knew she’d expect me to act like a Shio man, with proper Shio manners, even if I was Terran.  The guide made it clear that when it came to Shio women, they expected their dates to obey the rules of Shio society. And those that didn’t really turned them off.

So, armed with that information, I’d managed to be a properly well-mannered man during that first date, but not so standoffish that I failed to have fun.  I sincerely enjoy Sano’s company, be it in CO or in the real world, and we did what proper Shio are supposed to do and we talked a whole lot.  And thanks to the guide, I knew better than to expect Sano to give me a good night kiss when I dropped her off back home.


But she did take my hand when she said goodnight to me, which the guide said was pretty unusual for a first date.

Since then, we’ve been dating pretty frequently.  Since I don’t have a real job, I can fly down to Sao Paulo more or less whenever Sano wants, and we’ve been going out two or three times a week.  We mostly just do little things like eat out there in her home city, or go to parks, or catch the planetary league shiziki games or catch Terran soccer and baseball games, both of which she likes.  We have a lot of fun together, and I never mind dropping everything and flying nearly two hours in my skimmer whenever Sano calls and says she has free time.  I’m more or less at her beck and call, and I don’t mind at all.  And my dedication to our relationship had produced results, we’d progressed up to the “goodnight kiss” stage, which only took a couple of months.  But in Shio time, that was moving pretty fast.


And I was being serious about it.  Last month, I found a non-Faey telepath who knew the Shio language and paid him to insert the language into my memory.  Language insertion like that wasn’t completely permanent, but it could become permanent with practice.  If I didn’t use the language, I’d forget it over time.  But if I practiced it every day for a few months, it would become permanent long-term memory.  So, now I talked to Sano in her language, getting the practice that the tutor told me I needed, and I’d gone out of my way to learn much more about Shio history, culture, and society.  I was proving to Sano that I was willing to meet her halfway, to learn her language the way she’d learned mine, and I think she really appreciates my effort.


She’d done what I did, but she did it to be kind to us.  She’d had English and Spanish telepathically inserted after she found out, by accident, that neither me nor Rita feel entirely comfortable speaking Faey.  Sure, we’re fluent, but the language has a lot of bad memories tied up in it for both of us, due to our experience on the work farms.  So, she went out of her way to learn our native languages, because she wanted to be able to speak to us in languages with which we felt comfortable.  And that said a whole lot about who Sano was as a person, for her to go that far out of her way for us..


Rita was too afraid of telepaths to have Shio inserted, a fact that Sano could easily understand.  Hell, the only reason I did it was because I felt I owed it to Sano, and I went out of my way to track down a non-Faey telepath to do it.  I found a very nice, kind Colonist to do it for me, one that was very discreet and very gentle.  If not for the fact that I was doing it for Sano, no way in hell would I have ever done it.

Today I didn’t really have any plans, outside of my usual three hours in the gym.  Sano had to work today, so I doubted I’d hear from her until this afternoon.  I had no real plans on where to go next in game, now that I’d finished my exploration of the Iceshard Mountains, so most likely I’d log on after my workout and work on Touched by the Djinn, Jolt, and Storm Lord.  Odds were I’d be practicing beside Rita, who had been spending nearly every waking moment in the game raising her Legendary skill, trying to get it to 2,000 as fast as she possibly could.  And good Lord, could that woman grind a skill.  The only time she wasn’t raising the skill, she was sleeping, eating, in the bathroom, or raiding with her guild.  She’d only had it for nearly two months, and she already had the skill to 1,828, which was insanely fast.  She was in reasonable range to finish it today, if she got lucky and found someone selling a skill crystal.

Her devotion had helped me along as well.  I’ve raised Touched by the Djinn to 1,883, getting closer and closer to 2,000, I’ve raised Jolt to 1,280, which makes it do real damage now, and Storm Lord to 1,841…which is why Jolt now hits hard enough to matter.  Without the Storm Lord boost, Jolt would still be more or less a joke skill.   But I will say, Storm Lord has turned my Imbue Arrow into something nasty, to the point where I keep my Spider’s Fang out of my item inventory when I’m in human form, keeping it “equipped” in that gray area where I have it on me but I’m not using it.  I didn’t do that until I got Imbue Arrow up to where it started doing some real damage when I’m in human form, given my human form gear isn’t centered around spell damage.  My bow shots now both hit hard thanks to Imbue Arrow and snare the enemy thanks to the effect of the Spider’s Fang, which is exceptionally useful even for a melee warrior like me.


We’ve been working on them together any time we’re in game and not busy with other things, I’ve been keeping her company working on my own skills while she works on hers up on the roof of my townhouse.  Even Sano’s been doing it, she’s raised her Bow skill to 2,893, putting her within reasonable striking distance of the ever-important 3,000.  All she needs is to blow some gold on some Citadel skill crystals, and she could hit 3,000 in a couple of days.


If she can find any.


Rita spent nearly a million gold on them, and quite literally bought out the market…such as there is one, given how few people can effectively kill Citadel monsters on the server.  Any time one came up for sale, she snapped it up, part of her daily routine of checking nearly every shop and stall in Citadel City hunting for skill crystals that had put up for sale the last couple of months.  She has enough crystals banked to raise a skill by 165 points, and she intends to use them once she gets Flames of Methrian up to where the crystals will get her to 2,000.  She only needs seven more points, and she’s there.  So she’s very, very close to reaching her goal.  In fact, she may get there today, if she gets lucky and finds a skill crystal for sale, even a five point crystal.  She could grind it out to get two natural skillups in one day, if she really buckled down and committed to it.

I ate breakfast that the helper unit made for me—I’d named it Stanley, and had caught myself calling it him more than once the last couple of weeks—and went up to the gym to get in my three hours.  I was now using “real” swords rather than the retractable ones, faithful replicas of my Soulblades in game that I’d had made, real in every way except them being blunted.  I didn’t spend every moment in the studio, I did my 90 minutes on the treadmill and the other workout machines, getting in my strength training and cardio for the day, then I retired to the studio to do my sword practice.  And I have to admit, I’ve gotten really, really good since I started this.  I’ll never be anywhere near as graceful as Xen, but I’ve really gotten to where I look like a master swordsman in the real world, learning how to adopt what I’d learned in the game to real world physics, which made me quite formidable.  I would feel entirely comfortable if I were ever put into a position like the one that made me realize I could use my skills outside the game, though I sure as hell wouldn’t be looking for a fight.  I simply felt that if that fight ever came looking for me, I’d be ready for it.

I did have one more time commitment now, and that was martial arts practice.  I was taking lessons in a Rathii martial art called omi on Tuesdays and Fridays, two hours a session.  Omi was like a mixture of karate and wrestling—which I guess means it’s most similar to judo among Terran martial arts—it was a martial art that mixed conventional punches and kicks with takedowns, holds, and locks, kind of like martial arts meets wrestling.  It was a martial art that didn’t look like karate, the punches and kicks were more like boxing or street fighting,  so it didn’t look all that, well, disciplined, but it was extremely effective.  I’d learned a lot in the month I’d been taking the classes, mixing it in with the moves I’d learned from my Unarmed Combat skill in CO to create my own style.  I’d stumbled into it quite by accident, seeing an ad for it in another player’s viddy I was watching and getting intrigued enough to give it a try, and I have to admit, it’s kinda fun.  The Rathii that does the lessons is a great guy, really smart, very skilled, and surprisingly funny.  And holy crap, is he a monster in a fight.  He’d won the amateur Mixed Martial Arts Championship for North America last year and had placed third in the planetary tournament, proving that he was every bit as tough as he claimed to be.

Deros’ win in the MMA tournament had put omi on the map on Terra among martial arts enthusiasts, and omi trainers were starting to flock to Terra to take advantage of the interest.


After gym time, I went back up to the apartment and got a shower, and I was in the merge pod as soon as I was dry.  Emelda was already logged in when I got there, up on the roof practicing, casting a fireball type spell at the target dummy over and over.  I’d gotten used to seeing the blue fire after two months, but sometimes I still caught Emelda staring at it, as if she still couldn’t believe it was hers.  “Hey Em,” I said as I came up to her, shifting into Djinn form so I could use Jolt from my much deeper Djinn mana pool.  “Any luck?”


“Yes, I got a skillup a bit ago,” she replied.  “Six to go.”


“Awesome,” I said as I put my target dummy where I wanted it.  Savar had moved it yesterday to practice archery.  “I had no luck yesterday, only two skillups in Jolt.  Nothing else.”


“That’s not bad for only a couple of hours,” she chided.


“Yeah well, blame Savar for that, she wanted to go to a baseball game after work.”


“She has you on a short leash,” she teased.  “But I don’t see anything wrong with it.  That’s where boys belong.”

“Watch it, missy, I know where you live,” I warned, which made her laugh.


“I know where you live too.”


“Yeah, but you have to get past the doorman to get into my condo, where all I have to do is fly in over your garden wall.”


“Be right back, turning on the hard shield,” she declared, which made him laugh.


We chatted about nothing in particular as we practiced, each at our own target dummy.  I’d raised Jolt up enough to where it now had a range of about a meter, it didn’t require me to touch to use it anymore, but despite that, I was using one of the other target dummies if only to avoid having Emelda set me on fire.  But our practice was interrupted by something neither of us had never experienced before, a server broadcast sent by a Game Master.  “Attention players, this is Game Master Stravon,” the broadcast began, as a small hologram appeared in front of both me and Emelda, showing the crest of the United Nations.  “The Terra Emergency Broadcast system has been activated.  The broadcast will be projected in game as a hologram for all players living on Terra.”  I looked over at Emelda curiously, but she simply shrugged and stopped casting.  A moment later, the Secretary General of the U.N., a Korean man named Kim Duk Moon, appeared on the hologram.  He began speaking in Faey, which was the official common language used on Terra. “All citizens of Terra,” he began, “A medical quarantine has been issued for Terra, the Faey Imperium, and the House of Karinne, for the following species:  Faey, Terrans, Shio, Rathii, Aridai, Sha’i-ree, Subrians, Keelo, Strath, and Muri.  A highly contagious virus has been detected in the Faey Imperium that can infect those races, and because citizens of the Imperium have recently visited Terra, the planet will be under quarantine as a precaution to ensure the virus has not spread.  I repeat, this quarantine is precautionary,” he stressed.  “I ask that if you are one of the susceptible species and are not currently at home, that you return home immediately, and remain indoors.  If you are not one of the susceptible species, we ask that you try to stay indoors as much as possible and limit all contact with susceptible species, because you may be carrying the virus without it being able to affect you.  If you are one of the quarantined species and you need food or supplies, contact the Terra Emergency Response Agency office in your local area and inform them of your need, and they will arrange to have supplies delivered to you.  Please keep in mind that this quarantine is mandatory, and any susceptible species violating it without medical authorization will be arrested and detained,” he said firmly.  “The EBS will remain active to provide all currently updated information in the form of a chyron playing under your viddy program, as well as provide you with contact information with your local ERA office in case you need assistance.  As of right now, we can’t give a solid date when the quarantine will be lifted, so I ask everyone to be patient.

“Because of the quarantine, I have activated the Emergency Action plan for Terra,” he continued.  “What this means is that effective immediately, all prices for goods have been frozen to prevent price gouging, and all citizens who are under quarantine and have house payments, be it rent or a mortgage, are given a grace period to make those payments.  Additionally, no evictions will be permitted during the quarantine.  What this means, citizens, is that if you’re subject to the quarantine, you don’t have to worry about paying your rent or mortgage so long as the quarantine is in effect, but you will still owe that money, which you will be allowed to pay back in reasonable installments once the quarantine is lifted and you can return to work.  So plan your finances accordingly.  Your payments are waived, as are the mortgage payments your landlords must make to the banks for the properties they own, and the monthly service charge for access to public utilities will be waived for the duration of the quarantine.  Those who find they’re unable to afford basic necessities can get them through their local ERA office, free of charge.  So long as the quarantine is in effect, no citizen of Terra need worry about losing his home, or not having enough to eat.  So rest easy.


“As I mentioned, we have no solid date on when the quarantine will be lifted.  So everyone please be patient, stay home, and make sure you stay up to date as new information is released. And remember, if you have any questions or you need assistance, contact your local ERA office, and they will do everything they can to help you.  With your cooperation, we can return to our work and our lives with a minimum of disruption.  Thank you for your time, and good day to everyone.”

The hologram faded, and I looked over at Rita, who looked a bit surprised.  “Wow, that’s the first time I’ve ever heard of them declaring an emergency,” she said.


“Yeah, but at least it’s not us,” I said.  “It’s the Imperium.  They’re just putting us under quarantine because Faey have visited Terra lately, and I guess us Terrans can catch this Faey virus.  I don’t think it’s anything to really worry about.”


“So can Sano, they said the Shio were under quarantine, too,” Rita noted.


“All of them he listed are all very human-like,” I realized.  “I guess we’re all pretty related, genetically.”


“I’m going to have to call the ERA for my area, I only have a couple of days of food in the house,” she said, pursing her lips.  “And I live out so far, I can’t really get it delivered.  I’ll need to call and see if they can deliver food.”


“You’d better do it right now, so you’re at the top of the waiting list,” I suggested.  “I guess since not everyone is subject to quarantine, they won’t have trouble finding someone to deliver it to you.”

“Good idea.  I’m gonna log out and call them right now.  You’d better take inventory yourself, Kevin.”


“Yeah.  But at least I’m in a building with a shopping concourse that will deliver.”


“Will they?  If they have people delivering, that means they won’t because the delivery people are quarantined.”


“That’s a damn good point,” I grunted.  “I’d better log out and call down to the shopping concourse and see how things are gonna go.  And if I can get stuff delivered, I’d better stock the pantry now, before the building residents get home from work and have the same idea.”


“Call me once you get everything organized,” she said.


“Will do.”


I logged out and immediately called down to the main shopping concourse on the ground floor, and much to my relief, I found out that they could still deliver despite the quarantine.  They could do it because they used delivery robots, not delivery people, and robots were allowed out and about so long as they disinfected them before they went out and when they came back.  And they had non-quarantined species working down there, so they’d have employees to load the delivery robots.  The concourse had a couple of medical E-suits in its emergency supply closet, which would let a non-quarantined worker clean the robot and load it without breaking quarantine, and that meant that the shops were still able to deliver to the apartments.  So, I went through the kitchen with Stanley to see what we had and how much room we had to store stuff, and once I knew how much I could get, I ordered enough food to fill the pantry, the refrigerator, and every cabinet in the kitchen.  That was enough food to last me for nearly three weeks, so long as I didn’t go nuts with it, and Stanley would have to tailor a meal plan that would use the perishable food before it went bad.  He would also be cooking a number of meals and dishes that could be frozen, so I could heat them up and eat them later.  That would ensure that nothing I bought that was perishable was going to go bad before I could eat it.

Once I had that all ironed out, I called Rita as I waited for the food to be delivered.  Needless to say, the concourse downstairs was suddenly flooded with orders, so I was on the waiting list for delivery.  A hologram of her appeared on the vidlink as I sat on the couch, going over what Stanley was going to cook over the next week or so.  “Hey, what did you find out?” I asked.

“I’m having enough food to last a couple of weeks delivered from the store in that village over in Belize,” she replied.  “They usually don’t deliver out this far, but they’re making an exception because of the quarantine.  The ERA office organized it.  I gotta say, they were really on the ball.  I told them I’m quarantined, I was nearly out of food, and I live outside the delivery area for the stores around here, and they found a store that would do it for me in about five minutes.  So, I’m gonna be okay, Kev.  What did you find out?”


“The shops down in the concourse can still deliver to the apartments, because they use delivery robots and they have non-quarantined workers down there,” I told her.  “So I ordered about three weeks’ worth of food, just to be safe.  If they expand the quarantine to everyone, I want plenty of food stocked up to hold me over until it’s lifted.  They’ll delivery it in a while, right now they’re swamped with orders.”


“That’s not a surprise, there have to be lots of people in a building that big that don’t work, work from home like you do, or don’t work daytime hours,” she nodded.


“We are organizing a meal plan to utilize perishable food before it spoils,” the helper unit injected.


“Yeah, Stanley can tell when food’s about to go bad, so he can cook it before it happens,” I said.  “That, and he’s gonna cook a bunch of dishes and freeze them so I can eat them later.”


“I just hope Sano’s gonna be alright,” Rita said.  “She lives in that small apartment, and the store in her building is notoriously bad.  Maybe I should have her come stay with me during the quarantine,” she mused.  “She has her hovercar, she can get here easily enough.  I’m sure they’d let her come up here instead of go home.”


“You can always ask her, but you know that means she won’t be able to log in,” I warned her.


“She can copy her personal files over onto a datastick and use my vidlink,” she said.  “Her merge pod won’t fit in her car, but she doesn’t need it if she logs in from my vidlink with a datafiber.  I’m using my merge pod now, so I don’t use the vidlink jack connection anymore.”


“The vidlink still runs the program, Rita,” I told her.  “But that’s easy enough to fix.  You can enable log ins from multiple accounts and run a second instance of the program from the main features menu.  I’m positive your vidlink is beefy enough to handle running two instances of the game, even with both sensory streams set to maximum.”


“I’m sure it can, that vidlink is top of the line,” she said, almost indignantly.


“And you’re overlooking the fact that if she goes home, they may not let her leave her apartment,” I added.  “You might want to call the ERA back and ask them if they’ll allow Sano to come stay with you.”


“Yeah, they can arrange it,” she said.  “Call you back when I know more.”


“Uh, Rita, why don’t you call Sano first and ask her?  You’ll feel a bit silly if you go to all the trouble of arranging it and she says no.”


She gave a sudden laugh.  “Yeah, I think I’d better,” she grinned.


I watched the news while I waited for Rita to call back, which was talking about the quarantine.  They had a story about the virus in the Imperium, which had been detected on Draconis, the capitol planet of the Imperium, and incited the Imperium Medical Service to declare a full quarantine of the entire Imperium.  And since Imperium citizens had visited Terra and Karis recently, both them and us were also quarantined to ensure the virus didn’t spread.  And if it did, that would isolate the new cases and prevent it from spreading on other planets.  It was a smart thing to do, in my opinion, even if it was going to disrupt my daily routine and put the planet on its ear for a couple of weeks.  The news didn’t say how dangerous the virus was, only that it was highly contagious and the Medical Service was taking the extreme action of declaring a full quarantine to prevent its spread.


If they went that far, then I’d bet that the virus was pretty nasty.  If it was just something like a cold or something, they wouldn’t be going that far.


Rita called me back about half an hour later, and she had Sano conferenced in, so my vidlink was showing a split hologram.  Sano was in her hovercar.  “What’s the verdict, girls?”


“I’m going to Rita’s,” Sano replied.  “I’d much rather spend this unplanned vacation in Rita’s villa and its private beach and swimming pool instead of my apartment,” she grinned.  “The ERA cleared it.  I can go home and get my stuff, then head to Rio Indio.”


“And we want to ask a favor of you, Kev,” Rita said.  “You said that your skimmer can be flown by remote merge?”


“Yeah,” I answered.


“Okay, would you be willing to fly it down here by remote?  I talked to the ERA, and they’ll allow that.”


“Sure.  Why am I doing it?”


“Because you’re going to pick up my merge pod and bring it here.  I’d much rather log in from my merge pod, it’s kind of spoiled me,” Sano answered.  “It’s too big to put in my hovercar.  I can put a hoverpod on the merge pod that I can access by remote, and I can open my apartment door and the cargo door for my floor by remote, so nobody has to be there to get the pod into the skimmer.  You take the skimmer down and hover it by the cargo door, I’ll bring the pod to the skimmer and put it in the cargo hold, then you fly it to Rita’s house.”

“Sure, I can do that for you,” I said.  “You want me to put anything else in the skimmer?  I can order it from the concourse downstairs, have them deliver it, then have the skimmer come up to the garage and load it in.”


“No, I think we’re good, Kevin,” Sano said.  “Since not everyone’s being ordered to stay in their houses, I’m sure we’ll be able to order anything we need and get it delivered.”

“I already increased the food order so we don’t go hungry,” Rita agreed.


“Alright then.  I’ll get the skimmer started on its way to Sao Paulo as soon as the ERA clears me to fly it down, girls,” I told them.  “I’ll call you when the skimmer’s nearly there, Sano.”


“You have to call the ERA and tell them what you’re doing, Kevin,” Rita warned.  “If you’re flying by remote, they’ll give you an exemption to allow your skimmer to be out and about.”


“Got it.”


“Okay, let me get home and get my stuff organized.  I should be on my way to Rio Indio in just a little bit,” Sano told us.  “I just need to stop by the apartment, grab some clothes and stuff, and put the hoverpod on the merge pod, and we’ll be good to go.  I just hope the ferry to Miami is still running,” she said soberly.  It was like 6,500 kilometers to Rio Indio from Sao Paulo, and that was about a seven hour trip by hovercar using high-speed cross country corridors.  But there was a system on Terra to get hovercars around the planet in a reasonable amount of time, and that was the ferry system.  There were ferries for hovercar drivers going long distances, which were hovercar carriers that went from one city to another, just like an old-fashioned boat ferry.  Lucky for Sano, there was a ferry that ran from Sao Paulo to Miami, and it departed about every four hours, three times a day.  Sano would board the ferry in her hovercar, it would take her to Miami in about an hour and a half using a high orbital arc (ferries were allowed to go much faster than skimmers because they flew in dedicated travel lane vectors that we skimmer pilots have to avoid), and she would then drive from Miami to Cancun, Mexico, which would take her about 80 minutes.  There was a high-speed corridor that ran from Miami, over Cuba, and then on to Cancun, which would only take about 60 minutes.  The reason why is because the speed limit over the ocean is way higher than over land, allowing hovercars to go supersonic—most hovercars are capable of speeds up to Mach 2, which was the maximum allowed speed limit for any hovercar, skimmer, or dropship in the atmosphere that wasn’t leaving or entering orbit, but speed limits keep them way under that most of the time.  The max speed limit along the West Cuba Corridor while over water is 1,500 kilometers an hour.  That’s about 300 kph faster than the speed of sound, which is 1,238kph (I know that because it’s on the Class 3 license test).  Drivers had to slow to 650 kilometers an hour, which was below the sound barrier, when going over Cuba, and they only had to run at that speed for about 15 minutes because the West Cuba Corridor passed over the narrow bottleneck on the western side of the island.  Using the shortest pilot’s arc, it was only about 1,300 kilometers from Miami to Cancun, and Cancun was only about 20 minutes away from Rio Indio by hovercar, so it would take her about 80 minutes to get to Rita’s house once she got off the ferry in Miami.  So, it would be about a three hour trip for her, provided she didn’t have to wait a few hours for the ferry to leave.


Sano liked the fact that the ferry stopped at Miami, because it meant she was close to both me and Rita from that central location.  It took almost the same amount of time to go from Miami to Rita’s house as it did to go from Miami to my house, about an hour and a half, because the cross country corridor that ran from Miami to Jacksonville had a much lower speed limit than the one that went to Cancun.  The Atlantic Coast Corridor, or the ACC as it was known here locally, went over Florida’s Atlantic coast and thus went over a heavily populated area, so the maximum speed along the high speed travel layer of the corridor was 500 kilometers an hour.  And it’s about 620 kilometers from my house to Miami. Add in the acceleration and deceleration times and the fact that you had to deal with way more traffic than you did in the West Cuba Corridor, and the trip took about 90 minutes.

The distances involved messed with my travel times in my skimmer as well.  It took me an hour to get to Rita’s house from Jacksonville, but only two hours to get to Sao Paulo, despite it being way further away from me than Rio Indio.  The reason for that is because I can’t use a high suborbital arc to get to Rio Indio, it was too close to allow that navigation trick, so I had to go the “slow” way and fly there at about 20,000 meters at Mach 2, the maximum allowable speed for a skimmer in the atmosphere.  And I couldn’t go in the shortest available pilot’s arc because of Cuba, I had to swing wide to go around Cuba so I didn’t have to slow down.  If I went over Cuba, I had to reduce to subsonic speed, even at 20,000 meters.  No sonic booms were allowed when traveling laterally over populated areas, no matter your altitude, that was the rule.  It was about 1,700 kilometers to Rita’s house from mine, but it was about 8,500 kilometers to Sano’s apartment from my house.  And yet it was only an extra hour to Sano’s house compared to Rita’s house because I could use a suborbital arc to cover that much greater distance in only an extra hour.

It might be faster for her to wait for me, however, because I could tow her hovercar using my skimmer.


“I’m sure they are, since not everyone is being quarantined,” I said.  “You can always check.  And if they’re not, or you’ll have to wait too long, you can always wait for me to get down there and I’ll tow your car to Rita’s house.”

“Or you could just take her, she won’t need her car here,” Rita injected.


“True,” Sano said.  “Lemme call and see if the ferry’s running, and when it leaves if it is.  Call you guys back in a few.”

Sano’s idea worked, and we had to use it because she got lucky and got onto the ferry just ten minutes before it was scheduled to leave…and she wanted to take her car so she wouldn’t have to have me take her back home.  The ERA office in Jacksonville cleared my skimmer to fly once I explained what I was going to do, and assured them I’d be flying by remote merge, and I had it in the air and on the move ten minutes after I got clearance.  Flying by remote merge is a lot different from being in the cockpit, but I’ve done it before, so it wasn’t all that difficult.  It’s just different because you’re seeing through the skimmer’s cameras instead of through the windshield and the skimmer’s instrument data is fed directly into your mind via the jack.  But, it’s a bit annoying because the rules were, when you flew by remote merge, you had to stay merged to the asset you were controlling at all times.  I couldn’t just put the skimmer on autopilot and go watch viddy or something, I had to stay actively merged to the skimmer.  But, that didn’t stop me from watching viddy from inside the merge while the skimmer flew down on autopilot, the rules only said I had to stay actively merged to the asset at all times while it was in operation.  I noticed that there was a lot less traffic in the sky as I flew down, because the vast majority of Terran citizens were species that were now under quarantine.  There were still some skimmers and dropships moving around as I executed a nearly sub-orbital arc to get from Jacksonville to Sao Paulo quickly, but not nearly as many as usual.


I had the skimmer down in Sao Paulo about two hours after taking off, and I called Sano, who had was off the ferry and about halfway to Rio Indio.  We then executed the loading operation without a hitch.  I brought the skimmer to the cargo door for her floor, which they used to move furniture in and out, and opened the cargo hatch in the back of the skimmer.  I used the skimmer’s rear camera to line up the hatch with the cargo door, and Sano’s merge pod was sitting on the other side of it when it opened.  She then whisked her merge pod into the back of the skimmer by operating the hoverpod attached to it by remote, using the camera in the hoverpod to let her see what she was doing, and once it was safely in the cargo hold, I closed the hatch and slowly inched away from the building as the cargo door closed.


How was that for feeling like I was living in the future?  Me and Sano had just loaded her merge pod in Sao Paulo from my house in Florida and her hovercar, which was flying over the jungles of southern Mexico.


It took me about an hour to get the skimmer to Rio Indio from Sao Paulo using a high sub-orbital arc, landing it on the pad behind Rita’s house, which held Rita and Sano’s hovercars.  There was barely enough room for the skimmer to land, but I managed it.  Rita and Sano were out there waiting for it, Rita in a tee and jeans and Sano wearing a pair of shorts and a bikini top—which made it hard for me to not fix all my cameras on her, Sano was a sexy woman—and Sano used the hoverpod attached to the merge pod to unload it once the skimmer was down and the hatch opened.  “You girls got it?” I asked through the speaker in the cargo hold.


“We’ve got it, Kevin, thank you very much!  You’re a total sweetheart!” Sano replied, waving at the skimmer as the merge pod drifted over to them, then set down in the grass behind them.


“We owe you, Kev!” Rita agreed.  “See you in game when you get home!”


“I expect a Savar Special meal sitting on the table waiting for me when I log on!” I demanded.

Sano laughed.  “You got it!  I’ll get started on it as soon as we set up my merge pod and I can log in!”


Sano was in the game by the time I got home, Savar greeting me as I came out of the bedroom I use to log out.  “Hey Xen, as you can see, we’re all set up over here,” she smiled.


“Any trouble setting it up?”


“Nope,” she replied.  “Rita’s vidlink is as powerful as you’d expect, given her house.  It’s not having any trouble running two instances of the game at full merge, with merge pods.  Not like mine.  Mine would be melting right about now,” she laughed.

“I told you I’d buy you a better vidlink,” I told her.


“And I told you, your money is your money,” she replied patiently.  “You bought me the merge pod for Bisu em Sedla”—that was a Shio holiday kinda like Christmas that was about a month ago—”and that was more than enough.  So stop trying to waste all your money on me.”


“It’s not wasting it,” I accused as I walked past her.


We didn’t do all that much in game, because what was going on out in the real world was a little strange.  Savar did make me my super-meal, then we went up onto the roof and practiced skills.  I had the viewing crystal up on the roof, and we were watching INN while we practiced skills, which was on breaking news coverage mode of the quarantine.  The entire Imperium had been quarantined, and that meant there were news stories about it from all over, how they were arranging supply lines with quarantine rules in effect and how they were supplying individuals.  The views they showed didn’t show completely empty cities and skies, however, because merge-driven vehicles were out and about, as well as bionoids, cargo robots, and Faey in medical E-suits.  Much like here on Terra, they were using non-living assets to move goods and supplies around whenever possible, which would allow them to keep everyone supplied with food without risking exposure.

To exactly what, even INN didn’t know, and they’d run a couple of stories about them trying to find out.  The Imperium government wasn’t saying anything about the virus, and neither was the Medical Service.  All they would say was that the virus was a danger, it was extremely contagious, and because of that, the Imperium, Terra, and Karis had all been quarantined, because people known to have contracted the virus had visited Terra and Karis recently.  INN was doing its best to keep everyone calm, however, reporting that the quarantine was only precautionary, and that the only reported cases of the virus were on Draconis.


So, we were all stuck in our houses as a precaution, and I’m sure that some people were looking forward to the impromptu vacation they were going to get, while others were probably already chafing at being stuck in the house or were worried about the loss of income from not being able to work.  I was just glad that since I’m financially secure, and that I also work from home.  So long as the quarantine didn’t mess up my ability to get food, I’d be just fine.

Or so I thought.


Two days later, we found out exactly what the virus was, and what it did, and I honestly didn’t know what to think.


We were again up on the roof of my townhouse when the news hit INN.  Emelda and Savar were there, but so were four other people, Alandra, Meldo, Bullox, and Braggan.  They were here because the seven of us were discussing trying the Burning Mountain raid as a group, and live streaming out attempt.  We’d decided that we needed a dedicated healer and at least one other person that could act as a main tank—because of boss monster mechanics that would make it impossible to kill them without at least two main tanks—and we kinda ended up with Braggan and Alandra because they got word of what we were doing and were interested in going along.  That was a couple of people too many for what I felt we were trying to do, but then again we were doing it for fun, and Braggan and Alandra are friends of mine in game, so it would be kinda dickish of me to tell them no when them going didn’t really matter.

In the raid, I’d be acting as the other main tank because my defensive sword skills were higher than Alandra’s, Alandra and Braggan would be the primary melee DPS and add control (adds were extra monsters summoned by the boss during the fight, and virtually all raid boss monsters had adds), Savar and Emelda would be providing the ranged DPS, and Meldo would be our only healer…the poor guy.


It would be seven of us taking on a raid designed to challenge a group of a minimum of thirty players, but the balancer was that all seven of us were Champions, all of us had extremely high skill averages, and we were all Citadel-level geared.  So our combined power would be about equal to the skill and gear level of a raid of 30 that the raid was designed to challenge.  The key of victory for us was that nobody could die.  Losing just one person would cripple us, and it would guarantee that we’d lose the fight, what we call a wipe.  That was when the boss monster wiped out the raid and won.


The others could use the distraction.  Savar, Braggan, and Meldo were working class in real life, and they were already starting to worry about the loss of income…though Rita and me certainly weren’t going to let Sano get evicted or go broke if she got behind on her bills.  Alandra was a college student, and was still on summer break, so thus far the quarantine hadn’t really interfered with her outside of keeping her inside.  Bullox owned his own business in real life, he owned a small pub in Manchester, England, and he’d been forced to close because he and all his employees were under quarantine, so he was worried as well.  And we were all playing the game to try to forget about what was going on out in the real world.


But the real world intruded as we sat on chairs and benches I conjured up on the roof and discussed the raid, when we were going, who was doing what, and the fact that all seven of us were going to stream the attempt on our Arena channels.  For Braggan and Bullox, that meant they had to start Arena channels and get the streaming software, which they were willing to do because they were worried about money and they were hoping to get some income out of the stream.  We’d helped them get all that set up, to the point where Savar had called Bullox in real life to walk him through setting up the streaming program and linking his Arena channel to his bank so he could collect revenue.  I still had the viewing crystal up on the roof, so we could catch any breaking news—like hopefully that they were ending the quarantine—and I had the hologram on but the sound muted so we could talk without it bothering us.


“Whoa, turn up the viewing crystal!” Braggan blurted, pointing at the hologram.  It was behind me, so I couldn’t see it.  I turned on my chair and looked, ordering the viewing crystal to return to normal volume.


“—didn’t think that was possible,” the anchor said to someone out in the field on another window on the screen.  Since it was INN, all of them were Faey.  Reporters were allowed to go out during quarantine, which was why the reporter, a young, handsome man, was wearing a medical E-suit.


“Given that it was part of an official Medical Service release about the virus, it has to be true,” the reporter said.  “The Medical Service has no reason to lie, especially about this.  The report came from the office of the Director of the Medical Service herself, so it could come from no higher within the service.”

“Has the Medical Service commented on any potential medical complications for those infected by the virus?”


“Not as yet, all we’ve received is the press release,” the reporter answered.  “They did say that a future release will address what will happen for those who have been infected by the virus, and one source that wished to go unnamed said that the House of Karinne has offered assistance.  They’re the only ones that can help train them.”


“For those who have just tuned in,” the anchor said, “the Faey Medical Service has just released a report about the virus that has triggered the quarantine.  It’s not a standard illness.  It is a retrovirus, and the report claims that it is suspected to be the original retrovirus that created the Generations that are members of the House of Karinne.  Somehow, a three thousand year old virus has come back, and it can infect and transform its hosts into people known as Generations.”


Nearly all of us gasped.


 “If you’re not familiar with the Generations, they were a product of genetic engineering experiments carried out by the House of Karinne over three thousand years ago, experiments that are now illegal in the Imperium because of those experiments,” she explained.   “There are only about three to four hundred known Generations, and they are all in the House of Karinne.  The most famous of them is the Grand Duke Jason Karinne, ruler of the House..  Generations are genetically engineered to be powerful telepaths and telekinetics, and have the ability to communicate with the telepathic computers employed by the House of Karinne.  They can also have their psionic abilities augmented by those telepathic computers, increasing their power.  The technology is known a biogenics, and it’s one of the most guarded secrets in the entire galaxy.  Only the House of Karinne can build biogenic devices, and their history of protecting that technology from being stolen is nearly infamous within the Confederation.  The Generations fighting in the Syndicate War made quite an impact due to their ability to warp space using their telekinetic abilities, which protected their ships from damage during battle.”  The window beside the anchor changed to show stock footage of that, of a huge bolt of plasma being bent away from a Karinne ship, who all shared that triangular design that always reminded me of a Star Destroyer from Star Wars.  “The press release certainly explains both the quarantine efforts here and on Terra.  Given that the ruler of the House of Karinne is a Terran Generation with a Faey ancestor, it proves that the virus can infect and transform Terrans as well as Faey.”

“It does, Maira,” the reporter agreed.  “Though many in the Imperial Government don’t necessarily see this development as a bad thing, the fact that the virus is so contagious is why that many in the government fear that a pandemic might grind the Imperium’s economy to a complete halt, which would cause economic chaos.”


“Is there any word on what’s happening to those who have already been infected?”


“Right now, very little,” he answered.  “They haven’t been rounded up by the Imperial government, and those infected have been told to stay in their homes and continue to obey the quarantine, even though they’re no longer in danger from the virus.  They’re being told to stay quarantined so they don’t risk infecting other Faey.  They’re carriers of the virus.  As to what will happen to them after the quarantine is lifted, nobody will say.  But the simple fact is, they will be Generations, and right now there’s no word on what the Empress Dahnai Merrane will do about that.”

“Holy shit,” Bullox grunted as we watched.  “I did not expect that.”


“If it can affect Terrans too, no wonder we’re locked down,” Alandra grunted.  “But it doesn’t explain why Savar’s quarantined too.  She’s Shio.”


“I guess it’s an abundance of caution,” Savar said.  “They quarantined ten species, and all of us are most likely closely related genetically.  They must be afraid we’re able to get infected. That, or maybe Shio and the others can carry and transmit the virus without being affected by it.”


“Yeah, I’m quarantined too, and I’m Strath,” Braggan said.


“Really?  I had no idea, I thought you were Terran,” Alandra told him.


“I’ve lived here long enough to be corrupted by you guys,” he grinned.  “I came to Terra as a teenager when my parents moved here to get jobs, and I’ve lived here long enough to lose my Strath accent..  And you couldn’t tell I was Strath just by looking at me.  Strath and Terrans are virtually identical, about the only way we’re different is we Strath are taller than Terrans and we can have hair and eye colors that Terrans can’t.  And since my hair is black and my eyes are brown, I just look like a really tall Terran.”

“Which is most likely why you’re quarantined,” Emelda said clinically.  “And since you play a dwarf in game, no way would we ever know who’s behind the avatar.”


“I’m tall in real life, I wanted to see what it was like to be short,” Braggan laughed.


“One of my friends is a Pai, and she went the other way.  She rolled a Jagaara so she could see what it was like to be able to see over counters,” I said, which made the others laugh.


“Mrima is such a dear,” Savar said.  Mrima and Savar had struck up a friendship over the last couple of months, and they talked both in game and in real life.  As had Rita, and she too called Mrima just to talk from time to time.  Mrima had effectively charmed them the same way she’d charmed me.

“Still, I think things are gonna get nuts,” Alandra said.  “I did some research on the Generations for an Academy class, and the big thing about them is that the Karinnes are like savage when it comes to protecting them and their biogenic machines.  The whole Confederation knows that if you even try to steal those secrets, the Karinnes will declare war on you.  I bet there’s a lot of screaming going on between the Empress and the Grand Duke, ‘cause now there are gonna be Generations in the Imperium.  They may even go to war, cause the Karinnes will want them to join their house.”


“I doubt that, the Grand Duke’s son is married to the Empress’ daughter,” Bullox said dismissively.


“I didn’t know you were a Royal watcher, Bullox,” Sano said lightly.


“I’m British, dove, we have a thing for royalty,” he grinned in reply.  “Even when they’re not our royals.”


That made us laugh.  “I don’t think there’ll be a war over it,” Emelda said.  “The Grand Duke doesn’t seem like that kind of person.”


“How can you know that?” Alandra asked.


She glanced at me.  “We’ve met him, kinda in person,” she admitted.  “Did we tell you how we got the money?”


“You said the DFM paid you what they owed you,” Braggan said.


“Yeah, but it was the Grand Duke that made them do it,” she said.  “And he came and talked to us in game, to talk about it.  He was really nice,” she said with a fond smile.


“Whoa, he came in person?” Alandra asked.


I nodded.  “He was a Jagaara, so sorta in person,” I added.  “He came to talk to us about how the DFM had been treating us, and he wanted to hear our answers himself instead of sending someone else to talk to us.  It wasn’t long after that that the U.N. busted a bunch of people in the DFM for stealing the money meant for farm workers.  Ever since then, the DFM has been really easy to deal with.”


“The Grand Duke kept his promise,” Emelda said in a charged voice.  “He said he’d take care of us farm workers, and he did.  I’ve talked to other farm workers that say that the DFM is really helpful now.”

“Damn, Em, I had no idea you were on the farms,” Alandra said in a compassionate voice.


“Me and Xen were,” she said.  “It’s why we stopped fighting.  When we found out we were both on the farms, it was over.  I would never fight with a brother.  Never,” she declared adamantly.


Savar put a hand on Emelda’s wrist, then took her hand.  “Yeah, let’s change the subject.  I don’t like making them talk about that,” she said gently.


“Amen,” Alandra said.


“I read some of the news reports,” Braggan said.  “I don’t need to hear any more.”


We went quiet and listened to the INN broadcast again, but they didn’t really say anything new.  They were discussing the ramifications with a series of experts, from political pundits to retired doctors that once worked in the Medical Service, who now acted as medical experts for INN.  They did do a pretty in-depth report explaining what a retrovirus was and how it worked, how it could give someone psionic powers.  And they even explained why people like Savar and Braggan were quarantined.  “I’ve studied what information the Medical Service has on the Generation retrovirus, and I can understand why they’re being so cautious with the quarantine,” the doctor said, a handsome middle-aged Faey with dark blue hair.  “Anyone can carry the virus, even if the virus can’t affect them, so it creates a risk of exposure for Faey and Terrans.  The key to stopping this outbreak before it gets out of control is to have everyone stay indoors, minimize contact with others as much as Faeyly possible, and isolate anyone carrying the virus until a cure can be found for it.”

“Are those infected in danger?” the anchor asked.


“From what I’ve read, no.  The virus attacks the immune system first, and once it disables it, it attacks the rest of the body.  That’s a very, very important thing,” he said strongly.  “With the immune system disabled, the virus can convert the rest of the body’s cells without the immune system attacking converted cells, thinking that they’re foreign invaders.  The immune system recovers and resumes normal function after the transition is complete.  The greatest risk to infected Faey is secondary infections that take hold while the immune system is disabled.  The way this virus works, there’s virtually no chance of the patient suffering major side effects or complications.  In that one regard, we’re all very, very lucky.  If it didn’t work like that, any adult Faey exposed to the virus could very well be killed by their own immune system as it fought to destroy the cells the virus altered.”


“Are retroviruses rare?  This is the first I’ve heard of them.”


“Retroviruses in general aren’t very common, but ones that can affect Faey are indeed quite rare.  And one that can change a host body’s cells to the degree that this one can is extremely rare, as in so rare that I doubt that such a retrovirus could occur naturally.  Remember that this virus is a recurrence of a three thousand year old retrovirus that was artificially created by the original House of Karinne.  As to how it’s resurfaced after all this time, I can’t say, but that doesn’t really matter right now.  Right now, the important thing is for the Medical Service to stop the virus from spreading.”


“How much you wanna bet the Medical Service leaked that to him to prevent a panic,” Alandra said.

“Probably, but I bet there are some people wishing that it gets here,” Bullox said.  “I think it’d be cool to be a telepath.  And a telekinetic.  Think, you’d never have to get off the couch to get something again.  Just whoosh,” he said, holding out his hand.

I said nothing.  My mind was filled with the things that the Trillane guards had done to me, things so unspeakable that I wouldn’t even be able to describe them.  The idea that someone like me, who had once been tortured by telepaths, would become one…I just didn’t know how to process that concept.  On one hand, I’d never be tortured like that again, not after I learned how to protect myself.  But on the other, I’d look at myself in the mirror every day and know that I had become what I feared most.


I don’t think you guys can understand just how much courage it took for me to get Shio inserted into my memory.  Sano is one of the few things that can motivate me to allow a telepath into my mind, and even then, I had to go find a non-Faey telepath to do it.  If it had been a Faey, I may have died from a heart attacked induced by the terror. 


And what about Rita?  Rita was even more afraid of telepaths than I was, half the reason she moved to a remote village in Mexico was so she wouldn’t have to even look at a Faey.  All her neighbors in those fancy houses on the beach near hers were Shio.  God, I was so glad Sano was there with Rita right now.

The news didn’t really say anything new or important, and I wasn’t all that interested in talking about it either.  So, I more or less begged off the gathering and logged off to work on a viddy I had planned, using some of the simsense recordings I had in my library.  With the quarantine, right now everyone would be at home, and this was a good time to put out a bunch of viddies and try to capitalize on that captive audience to make a little more money.

Even though I was financially secure, something told me that it might be a good idea to put a few extra credits in the bank.  Just in case.


Things deteriorated here on Earth very rapidly over the next few weeks.


The quarantine didn’t lift.  In fact, after about ten days, the entire planet was quarantined, every race was ordered to hole up in their homes.  That effectively shut down the entire planet, and let me tell you, it was almost eerie to stand on my balcony and look out and see nobody.  No one on the beach, almost no hovercars in the air.  There was a little bit of air traffic, but it was almost all police and TERA vehicles, making sure that nobody was out and about.  We had no idea why they expanded the quarantine, and the rumor was, it meant that the virus was found on Earth.  Since anyone could carry the virus, it did make sense.  If the virus was on Earth, then they couldn’t let anyone out and about to spread it, even those who couldn’t catch it.

What it did was put a massive crunch on basic life.  With everyone under quarantine, that meant that there was nobody to deliver food to homebound residents.  There were robots and bionoids, but there weren’t enough to make it quick or easy.  So, for over a week now, what was going on was that we were all on a food delivery schedule where food was delivered to us every four days, and that food was basic staples.  You couldn’t shop for whatever you wanted.  You were given what they had available, and almost all of it was canned, boxed, or otherwise preserved.  Fresh meat, dairy, and produce quickly became a memory, for about everyone but me.


I saw this coming, almost from the start.  That was why I had the concourse downstairs deliver more and more food over the first days of the quarantine, particularly meat, which I then froze in two stand-alone freezers I bought and put in the utility room.  I had enough meat in those freezers to last me two months.  And I’d also bought a food preservation unit popular on Shio that was used for fruits and vegetables, kind of like vacuum packing food, and what it did was keep perishable fruits and vegetables fresh for nearly a month.  I had that unit stuffed with perishable produce, managing to get the last of it out of the shop up at the top of the building before the building ran out.  Those units were really big, they were meant more for restaurants than houses, and they weren’t cheap.  It took up a big chunk of my utility room as well, which made me have to park my hovercar down in the underground garage, managing to just barely squeeze it in beside the skimmer so I didn’t have to rent another space.  But I didn’t care, those freezers and that unit meant that I’d be eating food not out of a can or a sealed container for a good month before I had to start using up my canned food stores.


Those stores were taking up the rest of the space in my utility room.  My utility room almost looked like some survivalist’s food hoard.  I had cases of canned, dried, and boxed food stacked wherever I had room, and in total, I had maybe four months’ worth of food in my apartment that I’d bought to hedge against a food shortage on Terra due to the quarantine.


I wasn’t just hoarding food for me, though.  Twice I’d sent my skimmer down to Rio Indio by remote merge with loads of food, after arranging it with the ERA, and delivered both some fresh food and some canned food to Rita and Sano.  The stores in their area ran out of perishables, and since they were so remote, the ERA would only deliver to them every nine days, and what they delivered was the most basic of staples.  Rita and Sano were more or less relying on me for some variety in their diets, eating more than bread and cheese.

It got so bad that they were taking advantage of the ocean and were fishing for dinner, which they were allowed to do because Rita’s beach was private, it was on her private property.  Rita had bought fishing rods and they spent a portion of each day out on the beach, trying to snag some fresh fish for dinner.  They’d been moderately successful, at least after they got over having to clean the fish.  Hunger for more than canned food had driven them to get over their squeamishness and clean the fish they caught.


Nearly three weeks after the quarantine began, we got the official word that most of us suspected.  The virus was on Earth.  And what made it such a huge deal was that the virus had mutated, and it didn’t only affect Faey anymore.  Now it affected humans as well, and that meant that a virus that could turn people into telepaths was loose on a planet with some seven billion people that it could affect.


And it was far more insidious that I think anyone ever believed.


It was all anyone could talk about, both in game and in real life.  The news was dominated with stories about the outbreak, which had been detected in New York City, Norfolk, London, Tokyo, Cape Town, Cairo, Rome, and Arelle City, the largest city on Antarctica.  The doctors had no idea how it was spreading despite the quarantine restrictions, and almost every hour, they added hundreds to the tally of those known to be infected.  They were both humans and Faey, and there were tons of stories about what they were going to do about a whole bunch of humans that were suddenly going to be telepaths, very soon.

I was watching the news on the viewing crystal in my shop in Freeport after restocking—it had become quite profitable because the goods I offered in it were sold to both other players and Djinn NPCs—waiting for Savar and Emelda to finish their raid.  They were on the last boss in the last raid in the Twin Worlds, and they would start Citadel progression afterward.  The four top guilds on the server had formed an alliance, banding together to get them done, which was a good idea since none of them particularly cared about the loot that would drop from the raids thanks to gearing up on the Citadel.  When they finished them, the four guilds were going to separate and work on Citadel progression on their own, so this would be the last day that the Dark Riders, Seva’s Band, Pactum, and the Golden Crusaders would be raiding together.  Each of them had built a raid force that could handle it out of new recruits, even the Golden Crusaders—what they did had largely been forgiven on the server—and they’d have to go through a period of gearing up their new recruits with Citadel overworld trash mob loot drops and quest rewards before they started the first step of official progression, and that was the dungeons around and within Citadel City.  The further from the city you went, the harder the dungeons became.


The three weeks had been very good to the three of us personally as well.  Emelda had gotten Flames of Methrian past 2,000, so she was now rocking her very sweet Phoenix form and had cemented herself as the most powerful mage archetype on the server.  Savar had gotten her Bow skill to 2,500, and had earned a pretty awesome new child skill that increased her range with a bow and also increased the damage she dealt with unboosted arrow fire, which meant arrows she shot where she wasn’t using one of her other bow skills.  And I had managed to get Defense over 3,000, which had unlocked two new child skills.  The first was called Steadfast, which had the absolutely huge ability to allow me to apply a portion of my Defense skill to my Magic Resistance, which would further reduce the damage I took from magical attacks.  The percent increase to my MR was dependent on my skill in Steadfast, and it was raised by taking magical damage.


And I could cheese that by taking ticky-tack damage from low-power magic spells cast by other players, or even from myself.  You can easily use area of effect spells against yourself in the game by including yourself within the area of effect.  Players are not immune to their own spells.  If they’re in the area of effect, they take damage along with everyone else.

I can’t tell you how major that is.  I think I told you that MR is one of the most important stats in the game, and having the ability to buff that stat a new way was a massive, massive boon.


The second child skill was called Stoic, and it was pretty interesting.  What it did was allow me to take progressively less damage if I was trapped in something that dealt constant, sustained damage over time.  Like standing in fire or being stuck in a room with deathly cold air.  The longer I was in the damaging effect, the more the skill mitigated the damage, up to a cap dictated by my skill level.  That may not seem like all that much, but for raiders—and for me, who solos boss monsters a lot—it was a very useful ability, since many raid bosses and overworld boss monsters had abilities that dealt constant damage to everything in a certain area or within a certain distance of them.  After all, attacking a fire elemental meant you had to be close enough for its intense heat to burn you even without touching you, so everyone within two meters of one took constant fire damage from it.  The amount of damage the skill mitigated depended on the skill level, naturally, and I could see that once I got the skill up, it was going to be very useful in my soloing endeavors.

That wasn’t the only progress I’d made.  I’d managed to get Djinn Form to 1,938, so I was within reasonable striking distance of my goal of 2,000.  If I could score just a few decent skill crystals, I could conceivably get it there in the next week.  I’d also raised Jolt just past the threshold of 1,500 and Storm Lord had hit the threshold of 2,000, which made my lightning-based attacks hit really hard now.  Jolt now had a nearly two meter range, and it hit for enough damage to make it useful for more than zapping annoying insects.  And Imbue Arrow was now dangerous thanks to Storm Lord, to the point where I was able to dish out some considerable damage at range when I needed to do so.

Storm Lord was quickly turning into the MVP of the skills I’d gained from Gift of the Djinn.


I wasn’t all that into practicing right now.  I’d been really tired all day, and that had bled over into the game.  I hadn’t done much of anything today either in the real world or in game, even restocking my two shops had been a chore, so I mainly just sat around and tried to get over my lethargy.  I had to fight to stay awake as I waited for Emelda and Savar, yawning constantly and finding myself nodding off any time I found a comfortable position on the couch.  Really, the way I felt, I should just log off and send them a message telling them I didn’t feel up to doing anything tonight, but that would be letting them all down.  I was going to go to a party for the four guilds hosted over at Pactum’s guild HQ that would celebrate them finishing all the raids in the Twin Worlds, which was worth celebrating.  Just about my entire friend list was going to be there, except for Mrima and her cubs.


She was in a bit of a pickle at the moment.  She’d been on vacation with her cubs on Paian to see her family, and the quarantine more or less trapped them there.  They weren’t allowed to come home.  She’d been doing her work for 2M from Paian while her cubs did their coursework over Civnet, but it wasn’t easy for her.  She was the supervisor of the Accounting department in the Norfolk office, and that wasn’t easy to do from home.  But she was managing, there was little that Mrima couldn’t do when she put her mind to it, and I talked to her almost every day.  But, she was so busy that she had no time to play CO, so she hadn’t so much as logged in since the quarantine was put in place..


I really was just exhausted.  So exhausted that I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it to the party, let alone make it through it.  I logged off to go to the bathroom, and nearly staggered down the hall and into the bathroom.


I never made it back to the merge pod.


The next thing I knew, I was waking up in a hospital bed.  I was in a small room that was very plain and bare, the walls painted a soft blue and no window, and there was an energy shield completely surrounding the bed.  It ran from floor to ceiling, with the shield emitters in the ceiling above me, which I could see because I opened my eyes laying on my back.  There were air vents up there as well, beside a single light panel.  Almost as soon as I sat up, honestly confused, a hologram winked on and a Faey man’s face appeared.  “Don’t try to get up, Mister Ball,” he warned.  “You’ll find that you’re still a bit weak.”

I looked at the face, a rather handsome Faey man who looked young, with soft rose-colored eyes and dark chestnut colored hair, and all I could feel was the rising fear I felt whenever I was confronted with a Faey.  “Where am I?” I asked.

“The Jacksonville medical annex,” he replied.  “Your apartment’s helper unit called EMS when you fainted.  You were very smart to program it to respond to emergency situations,” he said approvingly.


“I…I did?  I don’t remember doing that.”


“Perhaps it was turned on by default,” he said with a gentle smile.  “But either way, it saved you a lot of trouble, sir.  You broke your nose in your fall and had lost a considerable amount of blood before the EMTs got there.”


I put a hand to my face, touching my nose.  It didn’t hurt, and felt just like it always did, which meant that it had been repaired while I was unconscious.  They must have fixed it while I was unconscious.  They have the tech to fix broken bones and cartilage in a matter of minutes, like something out of Star Trek, at least very simple breaks.  The device is called a bone fuser, and I’ve had one used one me many times.


Many times.


“What happened?  Why did I pass out?”


He took on a more serious expression.  “I’ll be to the point, sir.  You were infected by the retrovirus, and it has completed its work.  You are now a Generation,” he replied, which made me gasp and gawk at him.


“What?  How?  I never left my apartment!” I said hurriedly.


“You’re not the only one who’s reported that,” he answered.  “We don’t know how the virus is being transmitted.  You’re not the only one in your building to be infected, Mister Ball,” he told me.  “Nearly a quarter of the Terrans and Faey in your building are infected.  We believe that, somehow, the food delivery units were contaminated and spread the virus,” he told me.


I leaned back on the bed, trying to wrap my head around that.  I’d been infected!  And if the Faey was right, then I’d already gone through the transition, and was now a Generation!  Me, a Generation!  That meant that I was now a telepath and a telekinetic!  But I didn’t feel any different, I wasn’t hearing any thoughts, and nothing was moving around me.  I felt just fine, and completely normal, outside of being very tired and having a very faint headache.  What would this mean for me?  What would they do to me?  Was I going to be shipped to some education camp?  Was I going to live out the rest of my life inside this hard shield, to prevent me from infecting anyone else?  Would I disappear, carted off into a waiting dropship, never to be seen again?


I was so confused.  And more than a little frightened.


The Faey gave me a gentle look.  “Calmly,” he said in a soothing voice.  “It’s going to be alright, Mister Ball.  We’ll answer all of your questions and explain to you what’s going to happen next.  It’s going to be alright.”


“What’s going to happen to me?”


“As soon as you’re medically cleared, you’ll be sent back home,” he told me.  “Your building is going to be medically isolated, so those who were infected will be allowed to wait out the quarantine in their own homes.  You’ll be able to move freely about your building, so you’ll be able to do your own shopping in the building concourse and take advantage of your building’s other amenities,” he explained, which sounded pretty good to me.  I’d love to be able to go back to the gym up near the penthouse.  “So you’ll be in medical isolation for a while, but you’ll be isolated in your own home, with the ability to move around a little bit,” he said reassuringly.  “They’re doing that work right now, and as soon as they’re done, you’ll be released to go home.  You’ll have to wear a medical E-suit for the trip to ensure you don’t infect anyone else, but you’ll be allowed to take it off once you’re back in your apartment.”


“O-Okay,” I said, sitting back up.  “How long will I be like that?”


“I honestly can’t tell you,” he replied.


“And what about after?  Will I be left alone?”


“Do you mean will you be allowed to go back to your job and your life?  Yes,” he replied.  “At least once all of this blows over, anyway.  Once we stop the virus, the people who have been infected will go back to their lives.  But, you will have to undergo some training,” he warned.  “You’re now a telepath, Mister Ball, and you have to learn how to control it so you don’t pose a threat to people around you.  You’ll receive instruction on the basics of telepathy that you need to know so you don’t pose a danger to yourself or others, then you’ll be allowed to go back to your daily routine.  If you want to learn more about telepathy, what you can do with it, it will be solely and completely your decision to pursue that education,” he told me in a serious voice.  “You will only be required to learn the bare minimum to not be a hazard to others.  That’s all.”

Well, that didn’t sound so bad.  So, they’d basically teach me how to not cause problems for other people and leave it up to me to learn more if I wanted to know more about it.  And I could live with that.  It meant that I’d have control over my situation, and that calmed me down somewhat.


“I don’t feel any different.  I’m not hearing anyone thinking.”


“That’s because you haven’t expressed yet,” he replied.  “And we honestly have no idea when that will happen.  We have very little information about people who have been infected, Mister Ball.  You may express today, you may express next takir, you may express next year, there’s no way to tell.  Not even Faey medical science can predict when a telepath will express.”


“Oh.  What…what will happen?  Will I know when I do?”


“Yes, you’ll know,” he said with a gentle smile.  “Usually, the first sign of it is that you start to hear other telepaths send.  Afterward, you’ll start hearing the unshielded thoughts of people around you, which requires more sensitivity for a telepath to pick up.  Sending is much, well, louder, to use a term, so it’s usually what you hear first.”


“So, it’ll be like hearing someone talking to me through my jack?  Hearing it in my head instead of with my ears?”


“Precisely so,” he nodded.  “And I must say, the fact that you’re experienced with your jack may help you with what’s coming.”


“I’ve had it for a few years,” I said absently.  “What about the other thing?  Telekinesis?”


“We’re not going to teach that to anyone, because it’s not required knowledge and I’ve been told that it can be very involved.  You won’t be using it by accident, so it’s safe for us to not teach you unless you want to learn.  If you do want to learn how to use it, you can sign up for classes through the Academy,” he told me.  “So, if you want to learn how to use it, you can pursue it on your own.  I know I will,” he said with a smile.


“You were infected too?”


He nodded.  “It’s one reason why I’m working in the isolation ward.  I’m a pediatrician by trade, but I’ve been moved to the containment ward because I’ve already been infected.  It doesn’t matter if I enter your containment field and my E-suit suffers a tear or something.  You pose no risk to me,” he explained.


“Oh.  I guess that make sense,” I mused.  “How did you get it?”


“I have no idea.  I’m like you, Mister Ball, I have no idea how I got infected, or who gave it to me.  I woke up from the coma just yesterday.”


“Coma?”


“That’s why you passed out,” he explained to me.  “When the virus reaches your brain, it triggers your brain to all but shut down so the virus can do its work without complications.  You go into a coma while the virus is changing your brain cells.  And it happens without warning.  From what your medical report says, they think you literally passed out mid-stride in your living room.  It hit you that fast.”


“Wow,” I breathed.  “But I’m okay now?”


“You’re just fine,” he smiled.  “Now, I’m going to need to come into the room and take a blood sample,” he told me.  “After I’m done, we’ll send you up something to eat and let you rest, okay?”


“I—okay,” I replied, feeling a bit nervous.  The idea that a Faey was going to be in here with a needle did not sit well with me, and I’m sure the doctor could pick that up from wherever he was.  Odds are, he was very close to my room, maybe at the nurse’s station in the ward.


Understand, I don’t hold Faey doctors in the same regard as everyone else.  Faey doctors are still Faey, and their doctor’s oaths mean about jack shit to me.  When I was on the farm, I was sent to the infirmary there on the farm dozens, maybe even hundreds of times, due to getting hurt out in the fields due to there being little to no safety precautions and the injuries the guards inflicted on me.  The medics there just patched me up and sent me back to the fields, despite me telling them what they were doing to me, despite me all but begging and pleading for them to make it stop.  They didn’t care what the guards were doing to us, even when the guards tortured us, like the time they strapped me down on the ground and had a blade tiller roll over me, as a warning to the rest of the dorm when they found contraband.  It damn near cut me in half, and came within about two centimeters of cutting my aortic artery, which would have made me bleed to death in a matter of seconds.  If not for them sending me to an annex for care, I’d be dead now.


And even after that, after such a horrific injury, the doctors in the annex just sent me back to the farm after I spent nearly a month there, a month I spent trying to tell them what was happening on the farms.  They would just pat my hand and tell me everything would be alright, and then they shipped me back to that hell without so much as a goodbye.

I have that scar on my back, running across my over my lower shoulder blades, and it’s ghastly.  It’s why I never go shirtless.


The doctors knew what the guards were doing, and they didn’t care.  They didn’t care about us, they only cared about getting us out of their clinics and their annexes as fast as possible so they didn’t have to listen to us tell them what was really going on.  It’s one of the reasons why I avoid doctors whenever and wherever possible, why I won’t go to my appointments and I won’t let them anywhere near me.


They knew what was happening to us, and they did nothing.

So, when the doctor entered the room wearing a medical E-suit, my anxiety level shot through the roof.  I had to actively keep myself from jumping off the bed and running when he stepped through the containment field.  But, when he looked at me, when our eyes met, I had the strangest sensation run through me, like a chill up my spine, and it actually calmed me down a little.  The doctor didn’t seem quite so threatening after I met his gaze.  It was almost like I recognized him, despite the fact that I’d never seen him before.  “You can feel it too, I see,” he said to me.


“Feel what?  That whatever it was?”


He nodded as he prepared to take my blood.  “From what I was told, it’s something that we all feel.  We can tell who’s a Generation just by looking at them, like we can sense each other,” he explained, and he distracted me enough to where I was surprised when I felt the needle prick me.  “I look at you, and I know you’re a Generation.  It makes it easy to know who’s been infected and who hasn’t,” he added with dry amusement as he finished, applying a tiny dab of clear gel over the needle mark.  It prevented it from bleeding.  “We have to look at each other in person, though.  It doesn’t work over holograms.”

“Huh,” I said as he looked down at me.


“And I’m done here.  I’ll clear out and order your meal, so you can rest comfortably,” he told me.  “There’s a datafiber on your left you can use to jack into the annex’s computer, if you want to surf Civnet or play some games,” he told me, pointing at the vidlink console.  “If you want to watch viddy, you don’t have to leave the bed.  The viddy emitters are on this side of the containment field, so you can see clearly if you want to watch rather than merge.  But don’t get too involved.  You need to eat something after your transition, so I’ll have your meal sent up as soon as I can get the order down to the kitchen.”

“My what? Transition?”


“That’s what we’re calling it,” he nodded down at me.  “The process of becoming a Generation.  Transition.”


“Oh.  Alright, I guess.  Is there something on the annex mainframe about what happened to me?”


He nodded, giving me an approving look.  “Public domain, there’s a series of files available for download about what’s going on and what you’ll be doing next, as well as what you’ll be able to do now that you’re a Generation.  There’s quite a few files about telepathy that you can read to prepare you for your upcoming lessons.  Feel free to access it and read up on the process.  I’m sure it’ll make you feel better knowing exactly what’s going to happen over the next few days.”


“Okay.  Can I call my friends and tell them I’m okay?”


“Of course you can,” he smiled.  “You can access Civnet from the mainframe portal, and the vidlink in the room is capable of making outside calls.  You’re not a prisoner here, Mister Ball.  In fact, you may be out of here by sunset,” he said soothingly.  “As soon as we’re certain you’re okay and the engineers finishing installing the medical isolation units in your building, you’ll be released to go home.”

“Oh.  Okay.  Thank you.”


“You’re welcome,” he smiled.  “Your meal should be here in just a few minutes, so please don’t merge until after you’ve eaten.”


“Alright.”


I called Rita almost as soon as he left the room, and she picked up the call almost instantly.  A holo popped up at the foot of my bed showing her very stylish living room, her and Sano sitting on the couch.  “Thank God!” she blurted in Spanish.  “Kevin, are you okay?  Are you still in the hospital?”


“Yes, and yes,” I replied.  “I passed out in my apartment…I don’t know when.  I just woke up.”


“It was two days ago,” Sano said with emotion.  “You didn’t log on for the party, and you wouldn’t answer your calls.  We called the ERA to have them check on you, and they told us you’d been taken to the hospital.  What happened?  Did you hit your head or something?”


“It’s definitely or something,” I said hesitantly.  I was almost afraid to tell them.  Would they be afraid of me after they found out?  Rita was afraid of telepaths, would she ever let me in her house again if she knew I was one of them now?  But it wasn’t fair to hide it from them.  They were my friends, my best friends along with Mrima, and they deserved to know.  I sighed and looked down, then looked back at them.  “I was infected by the retrovirus,” I declared.


They both gasped.  “Are you okay?” Rita asked hurriedly.


“I’m fine.  It got into our building and infected a whole bunch of the residents,” I told them.  “They told me nearly a quarter of the building got infected, and I’d bet that includes just about every Faey and human that lives in the building.  I just woke up from the, the, what did he call it…transition.  The transition, like ten minutes ago.”

“So, you’re a Generation now?” Sano asked.


“Yes,” I admitted, giving Rita a worried look.


She seemed a little surprised for a second, then she smiled.  “What does it feel like?”


“It doesn’t feel any different from normal,” I answered.  “The doctor said they’re going to send me home as soon as the ERA people medically seal off my building.  We’ll be allowed to move around inside the building, so at least I’ll be able to leave my apartment once they send me back home.”


“Yeah, if the virus is in the building, it’s a moot point to keep everyone in their apartments,” Sano said clinically.  “They can just isolate the entire building.  After all, there’s no point in trying to decontaminate the building until after they’re sure that the virus isn’t spreading outside of it.  The building would just get contaminated again.  Best to just encase the whole thing in a medical isolation shield and let you guys wait it out inside, it keeps both you and the building quarantined.”


“They have them that big?” I asked.


“Oh yeah, they can put an isolation shield around an entire city, Kevin,” she replied.  “And they just might do that to Jacksonville if the virus is loose in the city.  That kind of shield isn’t like super-powerful, it just has to block microbes from passing through it.  You can step through one easy, you just don’t like stop halfway through the shield.  If you stay in it like that too long, it’ll burn you.”


“The doctor stepped through the one around my bed,” I realized.  “Anyway, the doctor said I may be home by sunset, that they were almost done setting up the isolation around my building.  So, hopefully, I’ll be home in a couple of hours.”


The door opened, and a Faey in another of those red E-suits came in carrying a covered tray.  She stepped through the isolation field and set it on the rolling table beside the bed, and she got close enough for me to see that she had silver-white hair that was pulled back away from her face and dark gray eyes.  “Your meal, Mister Ball,” she told me.  “After you’re done eating, you may get out of bed.  Just don’t leave the isolation field, okay?”


I looked up at her, and again felt that shiver up my spine.  She was a Generation too.  “Okay.  Thank you.”


She smiled through the faceplate of her E-suit, then stepped back through the field and left the room.


“I see they’re not taking any chances,” Sano said.


“It wouldn’t matter.  I’m not sure why they’re wearing the E-suits,” I replied absently.  “She was infected too.”


“How do you know that?” Rita asked.


I looked back at them as I pulled the table over to where I could easily get at the tray.  “From what I was told, people who were infected can, well, we can sense each other,” I explained.  “I look at her, and I know she was infected, that she’s a Generation too.  So I’m not sure why she’s wearing the E-suit if she’s already been infected.

“She’s a carrier, Kevin, she’s wearing the E-suit to minimize the risk she infects someone else,” Sano replied.  “She’s not wearing it to protect herself, she’s wearing it to protect everyone else from her.”


“Oh.  Oh, yeah, that makes sense,” I said as I took the cover off the tray.  Beneath was what looked and smelled like grilled white meat fish, Shio brudi, which was a dish kinda like mashed potatoes with bits of other vegetables mixed in with it and sprinkled with a kind of Shio cheese called ebra that I really like, green beans, a banana, a large cup of coffee, black with sugar and cream on the side, a container of milk, and a slice of pecan pie for dessert.  There was a lot of food there, the portions were pretty big, but that worked for me because I was suddenly starving, as if the fact that I haven’t eaten for two days roared up to the forefront at the smell of the food.


It suddenly felt like a last meal, and I had a surge of nameless dread well up.  I took a deep breath and quelled it, not wanting to look nervous or afraid with Sano and Rita on the vidlink, it might upset them.  “It looks good,” Rita said.


“I hope it’s not like regular hospital food,” I said, unrolling the silverware.  “You girls mind if I eat while we talk?”


“You’re not hanging up until they’re about to send you home,” Sano told me strongly.  “And then you’re calling us right back once you’re there.”

I had to give her a grateful smile.  Sano really was something special.  I was so, so lucky to be dating her.


The girls kept me distracted and relaxed as I ate, talking about nothing in particular, but we did venture back into some more serious talk after I was done.  I felt way better after eating, both full and not nearly as weak, as if the food was flushing energy back into my body.  “So, what do you think?” Sano asked.  “About being a telepath?”


That made Rita’s eyes tighten a tiny bit.  “I don’t know what to think,” I replied.  “I don’t really like telepaths, Sano, because of what they did to me on the farm.  And now I’m going to be something I’m usually too afraid of to be in the same room with.  I may have a panic attack the first time I look in the mirror,” I said darkly.


“Look at it like this, Kevin.  If you’re a telepath too, they can never do that to you again,” Sano told me seriously.  “And it’s more useful than you may realize.  I don’t think I ever told you this, but Mikki and my dad are both telepaths,” she admitted.


“They are?” Rita asked in surprise.


“Yup.  But me and my brother and my mother aren’t.  So I grew up with telepaths in the house, and while it was a pain in the butt sometimes, it’s not nearly as bad as you think it is.”


“Pain how?” I asked.  “Did Mikano ever, like zap you or something?”


“Oh goodness no, Dad would have beaten her half to death if she ever, ever did something like that,” she replied immediately.  “Just imagine for a moment that you’ve just hit puberty and you live with a sister and a father who always know if you’re lying to them,” she said.


Rita suddenly laughed.  “Dios mio, that would be awful!” she blurted.


“Yeah,” she said in a tone that made me laugh too.  “But despite things like that, I wouldn’t trade it for anything.  When I was a little girl, I got lost in the city. And just when I realized I was lost and got really scared, Dad was there.  He realized I wasn’t with them and used his talent to track me down.  I resented his power when I was a teen and wanted to keep my secrets, but I always felt so safe and secure when I was a little girl, because I knew Dad would know if I was in trouble and would come to my rescue.  Mikki expressed fairly young, when she was nine and I was seven, and she used to talk to me where nobody else could hear, and she could do it from a long way away.  I cheated so much in school by asking Mikki answers to questions on tests,” she laughed.  ”It was like we had our own private little way to talk, and it made us very close.  It used to drive our brother nuts, because Mikki wouldn’t include him in it.”

“I’d find that, I dunno, creepy, knowing that they can hear what I’m thinking all the time.”


“Well, you gotta understand, Kevin, that most telepaths in the Federation don’t do that,” she told me.  “Faey do, but Shio talents don’t.  It’s considered a major invasion of someone else’s privacy to listen in on their surface thoughts, and in the Federation it’s a serious crime to use your talent against someone else for personal gain.  There’s an entire division of the FIS dedicated to investigating and prosecuting telepathic crimes.  It’s a little different inside a family, the rules aren’t quite so strict, but Mikki found out really quick that I really, really didn’t like it when she did that to me, and she stopped doing it because she didn’t want me to hate her my entire life.  Dad was always very discreet about it.  He never just listened in whenever, he only really listened in when he was trying to get to the bottom of something me or Mikki may have done.  I told you guys, me and Mikki were…a handful when we were kids,” she said lightly.  “And it’s why we did most of what we did to Mom.  Dad would always know we were up to something.”

“Well, I was an only child, so I don’t really know what it was like to have siblings,” I said.  “And I guess this won’t feel real until after I express.  They said they were going to teach me the bare minimum of what I need to know, then leave it up to me if I want to learn more.”

“What about the telekinesis?”


“They said they don’t teach that because you can’t do it by accident,” I replied.  “But if I want to learn how to use it, I could sign up for classes they teach in the Academy.”


“Why would they teach that in the Academy?  I thought telekinetics were really rare,” Rita said.


“The Pai,” I answered.  “Mrima’s telekinetic, Rita, but she’s not telepathic.  All Pai have telekinesis, every one of them, so they teach classes on it in school like any other subject.  Kinda like the way the Faey teach telepathy in school like it was social studies or something.  It’s the Pai that teach those classes in the Academy, and they do it mainly for the other Pai that are in the Academy.  But I guess now they’re gonna get a lot more students,” I mused.


“Are you gonna do it?” Sano asked.


“I’m not sure.  Maybe.  Probably,” I replied.  “Bullox was right, it would be kinda neat to be able to fetch things from the couch without having to get up.  But telepathy…I don’t know.  It would be like I was learning how to be a monster,” I said in a quiet voice.


“It wasn’t telepathy that made the guards monsters, Kevin, it was just the tool they used to express the monsters they were,” Sano told me soberly.  “That’s all it is, Kevin.  A tool.  In their hands, it was something terrible.  In your hands, it will be something beautiful, because you would never misuse it.”


I gave her a long look, and she just gave me that gentle smile of hers that always made me feel like I was floating.


The doctor entered the room again.  “Good news, Mister Ball.  You’re free to go,” he announced.  “They’ve finished setting up the isolation system in your building, and your tests are all normal.  So you’ll be free to go as soon as you get dressed, mainly because we need this bed for another patient.  Your clothes are in that bag right there, and I’ll have an E-suit brought in.  You’ll have to wear that if you leave the isolation field.  You’ll wear it home, and once you’re inside the building, you’ll be allowed to take it off.  And you’ll be keeping it for a while,” he added.  “Just in case you need to use it again.  When the quarantine is over, you’ll return it to the annex.  Until then, keep it in your apartment.”


“Okay,” I told him, then looked back to the hologram.  “Well, girls, afraid I’m gonna hang up now.  I don’t want to dress to an audience.”


“You’re no fun,” Sano winked.


“That’s me, Mister stick in the mud,” I quipped.  “I’ll call you back when I get home, okay?”


“We’ll be waiting.  Good luck, Kevin.  We love ya’,” Rita said.


“Love ya, Kev,” Sano smiled, and then the hologram winked out before I could reply.


That made me feel almost giddy.  I know she didn’t mean love love, but to hear her say it, just to hear the words, it made all the fear and anxiety over what had happened just melt away.


“They seem quite lovely,” the doctor said.


“They’re my best friends,” I said in a warm voice as I threw off the covers and slid my legs out of the bed.  I saw that I wasn’t wearing a hospital gown, it was like a pair of pajamas, with a top and pants that ended just below my knees.


“They a couple?”


“No, Sano’s staying with Rita during the quarantine because her apartment is really small,” I answered.  “We all met inside a merge game, and have been best friends ever since.”


“I met my wife in Vanguard,” the doctor laughed.


“You play Vanguard?  Isn’t that a little, well, violent for a doctor?” I had to ask.


“It’s just a game,” he grinned through his faceplate.  “Besides, it’s great therapy for when I have to deal with obnoxious children.  Remember, I’m a pediatrician,” he added lightly.


I had to laugh.  “That’s a fair point,” I replied.


I got dressed, then they brought in a medical E-suit for me.  A human nurse helped me get it on, which was more complex than I expected, then I was led out of the room and to a waiting ambulance.  I suppose they wanted to use an ambulance to make sure I didn’t rip my suit or anything, but at least they didn’t make me lay on a gurney.  I rode in a seat in the back of the ambulance, so I didn’t get to see what they’d done to the building until they got me there, backing up right to my garage door.  They’d enclosed the entire building in a shield, like the one around my bed!  I could see one of the hovering shield generators way up over the roof.  The shield was built of flat planes, like a giant block enclosing the entire building, with shield generators at the borders of the shields.  Sano was right, they could just enclose the entire building in a shield!  And with me inside the shield, now me and everyone else was medically isolated from the rest of the city.


Since they backed up right to my own garage, I didn’t have to really go very far.  I stepped down and looked back, and the ambulance driver gave me a thumbs-up.  “Remember, keep your E-suit in good working order,” he called.  “Put it in a bag and keep it in your closet, in case you need to use it.”


“I will,” I called.


I came into my apartment, and saw that nothing had changed.  The helper unit dropped from its socket in the ceiling and greeted me.  “It is good to see you well,” it told me.  “Shall I restart the meal schedule?”

“Yes please,” I replied, sitting on the couch.  I did what the doctors said before I left, and I brought up the public domain page of the annex while I waited for someone from the annex to call me, which had the datafiles about being a Generation.


From what I read, there were four things that set Generations apart from other people, even other telepaths.  First, all of them—of us—were telepaths, but we were capable of a different type of telepathic communication called communion.  The datafile didn’t explain exactly how it was different, but it was.  Only people who could commune could understand communion.  Secondly, all Generations were telekinetic, like the Pai.  They weren’t going to teach me anything about it, but I was welcome to sign up for classes from the Academy that would be given for free, and I didn’t have to be an official Academy student to take them.  Thirdly, a Generation’s brain was wired differently than other people, even other telepaths.  Where the vast majority of living things could only focus their attention on one thing at a time, a Generation didn’t.  Their minds worked in parallel, like a multicore processor in an old-fashioned computer, where they could divide up their attention and accomplish multiple tasks simultaneously.  There were lessons available on the Academy mainframe that taught how to master using it, since it wasn’t easy for us people whose brains had worked in serial all our lives and suddenly could work in parallel.  Fourth, and oddly enough, Generations were highly resistant to radiation.  This didn’t make much sense to me, because it said I could still sunburn, and sunburn was when the skin was damaged by UV rays…which were radiation.  If I could easily live when exposed to the sun’s solar wind, without the magnetic field blocking it, how could I get sunburn?

I was curious enough to look that up, and I found that while a Generation’s resistance to radiation was very strong, it wasn’t an immunity.  And on top of that, the Generation retrovirus didn’t change some aspects of how my body works, which considered radiation to be a bad thing.  Human Generations could sunburn because UV rays damaged their cells only temporarily, and if the body didn’t react to that damage so quickly, the cells would repair themselves.  Sunburn was literally your skin cells committing suicide to prevent dividing with damaged DNA, and becoming a Generation didn’t alter that behavior despite the fact that it was no longer a risk, because Generation DNA could self-repair.  They reacted to an overdose of UV rays by killing themselves to prevent possible skin cancer, and being a Generation didn’t change the behavior despite the fact that the DNA of the cells could self-repair.


That tickled at my memory, something I learned in high school biology.  Aging, the effects of aging, was because the body’s DNA got damaged over time and spread as the damaged cells reproduced, and the DNA in those damaged cells couldn’t repair itself.  Well, if Generation DNA could self-repair, didn’t that mean that I wasn’t going to age like a normal person?  Did that mean I’d stay relatively unchanged well into my elderly years, or did it mean I would age rapidly as soon as it started to happen?  I had the feeling that it meant that I’d stay relatively unchanged well into my elderly years, and only when I was really, really old would I look it…much like the Faey did.  But it wouldn’t stop me from aging and dying, because I recalled that it was some other process that governed that, some kind of cell structure called a telomere or a telomar or something.  Those went bad over time, and they caused cells to die once they reached a certain point or something.  But it was the reproduction of cells that had damaged DNA, causing that damage to spread, that caused the effects of aging.  If my cells weren’t going to be damaged by time, then I’d stay relatively healthy and in good shape right up until the end, when the telo-things finally hit the end of their lifespan and I died from old age.

So, I’d have the same life span, but I wouldn’t become an old man until right at the very end.  I may even die in relatively good shape, die because the telo-whatevers finally gave out.

After nearly half an hour, I finally received the call from the Medical Service.  A doctor or staffer or something barely said hello before going into what was going on, explaining the stuff I read in the file in much greater detail, explaining what a Generation was, how I was now different from other humans, and how it was going to change my life…but not too much.  I’d become a telepath, and if I wanted to I could learn telekinesis, and that was basically it.  I’d still have my job as a pro gamer and would still live my life, I’d just be different from what I was before.  No mandatory military service, no labs, no doctors.  Just learn how I’m different and go back to living once the quarantine was over.

We then spent nearly half an hour going over what would happen over the next couple of weeks.  Basically put, I was restricted to the building, could move about freely within it, and we’d all be staying here until the quarantine was lifted.  The woman explained in detail what I should look for to know that I’d expressed, and when I did, to call them.  In the meantime, there were recorded seminars and tutorials on the Academy site that would teach me some basic exercises that may help me after I express but before I got formal instruction, which would teach me how to do something called close my mind, which she said was the absolute most important thing I had to learn, learn first, and learn fast.  She said so long as I couldn’t close my mind, I was in danger of suffering something called a schism.  She didn’t explain what it was, and I didn’t ask, because it didn’t sound very good at all.  Once I expressed, they would then arrange a teacher to teach me the basics as I practiced the exercises the Academy seminar taught me to try to close my mind on my own.  But we hit a major snag when it came to that, because I flatly refused to have a Faey teach me.  The person I talked to over the vidlink certainly wasn’t happy about that, but there was absolutely no way in hell I was going to let a Faey in my head.  Not again.

Never again.


After going around about that a while, she moved on without much discussion to the other stuff.  She asked me if I wanted to enroll in telekinesis classes, which I could start even before I expressed, and I was curious enough about it to do it…just not soon.  I was put in a class that would start in early October and run through til January, which would be done over Civnet.  I’d be one of several thousand students in the online class, which would be taught by a Pai, but I was given access to part of the Academy’s mainframe that held all the coursework and reading material so I could start studying on my own before the classes started.

We then more or less wrapped it up, because there wasn’t much more they could tell me or do for me until I expressed.  I ended the call, and almost immediately my vidlink was beeping with two incoming calls.  One was from Rita, and the other was from Mrima.


I answered Rita first, who looked anxious.  “Sorry, I was on a call with the Medical Service.  Mrima’s also calling, you mind if I conference her in?”


“No,” she replied as Sano entered the picture.  I put her on hold and answered Mrima, who was at her parents’ home on Paian.  Her parents’ home was very neat and orderly, and everything was sized for a Pai, so it looked entirely normal.  “Hey Mri,” I said after putting on my interface so I could get Pai translation.  Mrima still couldn’t speak Faey, and I don’t speak Pai well enough without my interface to be understood…but I’m working on it.  Mrima has been teaching me Pai here and there during our calls.  “I’m on a call with Rita and Sano at the moment.  Do want to conference in or call me back?”


“You can conference, I don’t mind,” she said.  I did so, with Mrima on the left side of the hologram and Rita and Sano on the right, both of whom were putting on their interfaces so they could talk to Mrima.  “Thank Paira you’re alright, Kevin,” she then said with a relieved look.  “Sano called me and told me what happened.  Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, Mri,” I replied.  “I don’t really feel any different at all, and as you can see, I’m back home now.  They released me as soon as they were sure I didn’t suffer a concussion from when I passed out.  They said I broke my nose when I fell.”


“That was nearly two days ago,” Sano reminded me.


“To me it was just a couple of hours ago,” I said with a grunt.  “Anyway, I’ve already done all the stuff with the Medical Service, and I’m quarantined inside the condo building while I wait to express.  They said they can’t do anything else for me until that happens.  They have the entire building in a quarantine shield, so at least I’m not restricted to the apartment anymore,” I noted in a relieved voice.  “I’m allowed to go anywhere in the building, so at least I can shop for myself and use the gym now.”


“It’s more or less business as usual here, outside of me not being able to get back home,” Mrima said with a grunt.  “They have travel restrictions up to four other members in the Confederation, but outside of that, it’s pretty normal here.”


“Not here, we’re quarantined inside the house,” Rita said.  “But at least Sano is here, so it’s not all that lonely.”


“Am I glad I am, being stuck in Rita’s house is way better than being stuck in my apartment,” Sano laughed.  “She has a pool and a private beach.  I have a view of the next building over.”


“Don’t forget the kitchen,” I said lightly.


“A kitchen we don’t use,” Sano replied.  “She has a helper unit that does all the cooking.  I know I’m shaming the Shio race, but I’ll admit it.  I’m a bad cook.”


“And I’m not much better,” Rita grinned.


“Wait, Mri, you said there are travel restrictions up for four members?” I asked, realizing what she said.  “Who are the other ones?”


“The Imperium, the Kirri, the Grimja Union, and the House of Karinne, but they’re usually restricted anyway.”


“Why would they have the Kirri and Grimja quarantined?”


“Dunno, but they are,” Mrima answered.  “Guess they detected the virus there, but since neither of them can catch it, they’re making sure no visitors catch it either.”


“That does make sense,” Rita mused.  “How are you handling being stuck back on Paian, Mrima?”


“I’m dealing,” she said with a dry smile on her muzzle.  “Now that I’m used to proper gravity again, anyway.  Living on Terra the last couple of years without using an inducer made me soft,” she said accusingly.  “I’m doing my work over Civnet, so I’m still employed, and the cubs rented bionoids to use to go to classes in person, though they don’t like them all that much.  They’re human bionoids, and they said it’s almost driving them crazy not having a tail while merged.”


“I know that feeling, I always deal with phantom tail syndrome after logging out of CO,” Sano laughed.

“My parents are a bit annoyed at having us in the house, but they do like spending more time with their grandcubs,” she smiled, glancing to her left, no doubt at one of her parents.


“Fifteen years working to kick you out, and here you are, right back in our business!” came a good-natured retort.


“Don’t blame me, Dad, blame Terra!” she shot back.  “Anyway, I have to ask, Kevin.  What’s it like?  And how do you feel about it?”


I knew what she meant, leaning back on the couch and putting my elbows on my knees.  “I’m really not sure what to think,” I told her.  “I’m afraid of telepaths, Mri, for obvious reasons, and now here I am about to be one myself.  I’m not sure if I’ll be able to look at myself in the mirror when it happens.  All I can really say is that I’m for damn sure will never be the kind of telepath the Faey are,” I said adamantly.  “I won’t ever do to someone else what was done to me.”


That made Rita give me a compassionate look.


“Given that I’m afraid of telepaths, most likely, I think I’ll just learn how to not hurt myself and then just not use it unless I have to,” I ventured.  “I mean, what else can I do with it?  It’s not like I really have any use for it.”


“All I can say, Kev, is that you shouldn’t close that door until you see what’s on the other side of it,” Mrima told me.  “Learn more about it, see what it’s like, then make your decision on what you want to do with it.  But there is something you are going to learn about, and I’m going to teach you,” she said eagerly.


“The telekinesis?”


“You bet,” she replied with a grin.  “Be lucky you have a Pai for a friend, Kev, because I’m gonna teach you all about it,” she promised.  “I taught my cubs, who are very skilled if I dare say so myself, and I’m more than happy to teach you everything I know about TK.  And not to brag or anything, but our family’s very good at it,” she grinned.  “Strong TK runs through my family.  My grandmother was a Master and everything, and she taught me everything I know.”


“Well, I did sign up for the remote vidlink classes they’re offering in the Academy, so sure, why not?” I said with a smile.  “I think I’ll enjoy learning from you, Mrima.”


“Now I’m feeling jealous,” Sano laughed.


“Hey, if you girls end up getting it too, you’re more than welcome to join the class,” she smiled at them.  “You two are my friends as well, and I’m damn sure I can do a much better job teaching you than some over-Civnet remote class can.”

“You’re going to teach me over the vidlink, Mri,” I pointed out.


“Yeah, but you won’t be competing with like a thousand other students for the teacher’s attention,” she told me with a smile.  “Personal instruction is always best when it comes to the gift, Kevin.”  The gift was what the Pai called telekinesis.  “Sure, we teach it in school with the other subjects, but all Pai learn how to do it from their parents or families first.  School is just to expand and refine those first lessons, and to teach skills that the parents may not know or be able to use.”


“Well, as long as you don’t mind teaching me, I’d be happy to learn from you,” I told her with a smile.


“Long as you don’t call me in the middle of the night,” she amended.  “I’ve just gotten used to a proper day cycle.  That twenty four hour cycle on Terra is sooooo weird.”


“What’s a day on Paian?” Rita asked.


“In your time, about twenty six and a half hours or so, give or take,” she replied.  “Believe me, the day being shorter than you’re used to really messes with you over time, at least until you adjust to it.  It’s like you’re not sleepy at all when it’s time to go to bed, and the morning comes earlier and earlier.”


“You’re gonna be a mess when you come home,” Sano grinned.


“Yeah, so you want to avoid me for a couple of weeks, guys,” she replied impishly, which made us laugh.  “You should know what that’s like, Sano, you’re not Terran either.”


“Shio has very nearly the same day cycle as Terra.  I think it’s only like half an hour longer,” she replied.  “So it wasn’t that hard at all to adapt to Terra.” 


“Lucky,” she sounded.


We talked for a while longer, mainly just the three of them doing what they could to make me feel comfortable, and I have to admit, it worked.  After nearly an hour, I finally ended the call, and ended up standing on my balcony, looking through the medical quarantine shield out to the ocean.  Things were different now.  I was different now, but I didn’t feel like it.  I almost felt like I was going to wake up any  moment, because it was all nothing but a dream.


But it wasn’t a dream.  Things were going to be different for me from here on out.  If they were right, then I was a telepath now, I’d possess a power that I greatly feared…and I still wasn’t entirely sure how to process that.  I would take Mrima’s advice and at learn a little bit about it before I decided how to approach it, but there was one thing that I knew for certain, something that gave me just a little bit of comfort.


And that was the fact that a telepath could resist another telepath.  If I learned how to protect myself, then perhaps what happened to me would never happen again.


That was probably all I’d ever do with it.  The very idea of using telepathy just made the old memories roar into the forefront of my mind, memories of torture, of humiliation, of being telepathically dominated and watching through eyes I couldn’t control as I choked the life out of my best friend, as the guards laughed and then collected their wagers once Ethan was dead.


The laughing.  I still hear it in my nightmares, those Faey bitches laughing as Ethan died, laughing as my entire world shattered, just laughing.


Laughing.


I closed my eyes and bowed my head, trying to get control of myself again, because my grip on the railing was so strong that I was about to break my own fingers.  Just the thought of Ethan’s name always sent me into an abyss of depression and anxiety, but the only saving grace in all of it was that I knew that he didn’t blame me for killing him.  He knew I had no control, because he also had no control.  It wasn’t him that slashed my face with the knife and cut off my earlobe, it was the guard controlling him.  And it wasn’t me that strangled him to death, it was the guard controlling me.  And both of those guards were still in prison, and would never, ever leave it.  They were both sentenced to life without parole for what they’d done to us, and I don’t think any guard got a sentence any shorter than twenty years.  Even the ones that did nothing were prosecuted, because they did nothing.  They didn’t try to stop what they knew was wrong, they just looked away and pretended that nothing was happening as the guards tortured us…sometimes to death.

And now I’d have the same abilities as them, meaning that I could become the monster that I feared the most.


The very thought of that scared me to death.
