
Things were definitely never going to be the same again.

Hovering high above Freeport, a Freeport now floating a kilometer above the ground, I looked down and watched as a blitz of activity took place under me.  Down there, the debris from the collapsed buildings was being cleared in preparation for rebuilding, and over in what used to be the Harbor District, the sudden large amount of empty space where the harbor used to be was being prepared to become the new enclave for the Djinn.  But they weren’t going to build on the mud-choked slopes that had once been the bottom of the harbor, what they were doing was taking the stone debris from the destroyed buildings and using magic on it to form solid platforms, then infusing those platforms with the same permanent levitation magic that held the city aloft.  They would then build their enclave buildings on them.  They set their platforms over the former harbor because there was plenty of open space around them, and when the people built new buildings down where the sea bottom used to be, they wouldn’t build them so high that they interfered with the platforms.


At the speed the Djinn were moving, they might have the buildings of their enclaves done in a couple of weeks.  They were raising them using magic, taking the stone debris and waste from the collapsed buildings and shaping it into contiguous constructions made of stone, buildings with no bricks or blocks, but with shaped stone that was formed by magic into the shapes required.  It was similar to the way the high elves had built their city, Alaria, a city of trees and stone mixed together and fused by magic, where the buildings all but seemed to be grown from stone trees.


I’d taken advantage of that, and I wasn’t the only player that did.  I made a deal with the Djinn for them to form a small platform and build a shop with an apartment over it upon it on the edge of their enclave that was mine.  I paid them for it by selling my old house in the Trades District, at quite a profit I might add, and I was here in Freeport to take possession of it now that it was complete.  I paid the Djinn magicians doing all the work handsomely for the service, that was for sure, but they were willing to do it for me because of who I am.  Other players on the faction, primarily Jagaara and High Elves, had bought property in the Trades District and the Harbor District, to get a jump on what everyone knew was going to be the new hub of all activity in the Golden Lion faction.  Freeport was going to become what the devs probably envisioned it to be when they designed the city, the most important and busiest city in the faction.


Emelda was one of those high elves.  She had a new shop just behind the row of warehouses that had abutted what had been the docks, at least before most of them were washed out to sea when the city was pulled out of the ground, in a place she felt was going to see a lot of traffic from both Golden Lion players and the Djinn NPCs once the Djinn moved into their enclave.


They had to move fast, because the price of real estate in the city almost seemed to double every day, as the NPCs that owned the property began to realize just how valuable that land was going to be.  Emelda had paid 300,000 gold for her shop in the Harbor District—not anymore, it had been renamed the Djinn District because that was where the Djinn set up their enclave—and just a month ago, she could have bought a very nice townhouse in the Military District for that.  Now, that 300,000 gold townhouse was probably running more like 600,000.


The most interesting new investors in the real estate market were high elven mages from their magic society, the Nine Circles.  Three game days ago, a large number of them arrived in the city and bought the largest building in the city they could find, which coincidentally was a warehouse just off where the docks used to be in the former Harbor District, and they’d razed the warehouse and started raising a new base of operations using magic.  It was going to be a very tall, slender tower that would house the mages of the Circles, because they were going to stay here in Freeport and study the elemental air magic holding the city aloft.  But King Gerin wisely didn’t just let them move in for free.  In return for the opportunity, they’d been tasked to come up with some kind of magical solution to getting non-humans and cargo up and down from the city, a task for which they were well suited.

I still wasn’t used to this, flying in human form.  I was used to flying, and was quite good at it to boot, but only in Djinn form.


And let me tell you, the dev plan to use flying as a lure to get more people to play humans worked.  More of the rerolls than I expected that came here only for the battle had decided to linger, deciding to start an alt on Methrian to take advantage of the flying and the work they’d already invested into their characters.  And there was a sudden flood of brand new human players out in the starting zones, rolling on Methrian to check out flying since it was the one of the servers that had it.  Only about a quarter of the Terran servers had completed the Grand Crusade, and Methrian was currently a bit famous right now as the first server to complete it, which attracted players interested in checking out flying to the server.  And there was a good chance that many of them would stay, to keep the character as an alt.  That wouldn’t help the server’s raiding community, but it would definitely make the server feel more lively.

Of course, they couldn’t do all that much with flying right now.  At skill level 1, a human could barely move while flying, moving at the speed of a drunken slug.  You had a chance of “losing your concentration” and having fly fail on you up until you got to 100 in the skill, which ensured that all new players stayed very close to the ground.  There had already been quite a few falling deaths as overexuberant new players with no gear, and thus no health, went too high and then had the ability fail on them.  You had to skill it up to 150 before you could fly faster than you could walk, and up to 250 to fly faster than you could run.  But, it was also fairly easy to skill it up, because every time you changed speed or direction, or every fifteen seconds if you were hovering or moving in a straight line at a constant speed,  it was considered a use of flight by the game engine that triggered a skillup check.  A player could get it to 700 in about a week if he never put his feet on the ground and played about eight hours a day…and there were tons of players doing just that.  And more doing way more than that.


I knew from experience that once you got it over 1,000, the maximum speed you could go increased in a non-linear fashion, and I’d posted some more in-depth information about flying on the forums two days ago.  It was a moot point to do so, because there was no way I could hide the fact that I can fly so fast and with so much skill while in Freeport.  The fact that the Djinn had revealed that I was infused with their magic and could take their form had also become common knowledge.  So, I more or less outed myself to the server, posting about the aspects of Touched by the Djinn that were common knowledge and explaining the basic mechanics of how the flying skill worked.


It hadn’t come back to bite me in the ass yet, because Savar had been partially right.  When the simsense feeds of the battle went public, when they saw me go toe to toe with a raid boss for over a minute, take 10% of his health bar by myself, very few people wanted to try me now.  Well, except for those who wanted to duel me for the challenge I posed, but I don’t see duels really as PvP, they’re more or less just for fun.  I don’t classify PvP as fun.  But duels, duels can be fun as long as you or your opponent doesn’t get all butthurt at losing.


I didn’t know exactly how Gift of the Djinn worked compared to Djinn Form, and there were some differences we’d already figured out.  We learned that the mana drain on us wasn’t based on our total mana, but as a percentage of our mana pools.  The further we were away from the vortex, the greater percentage of our mana it took to power the skill.  Around Freeport and out to the starter zones, it drained your mana at a rate so slow that even a low Mana Regeneration skill could refill it to allow you to fly indefinitely.  At the edge of faction territory, out at Auger’s Ford, the mana drain was fast enough to drain mana from those with a low Mana Regeneration skill in about 10 minutes, like players who had yet to leave faction territory, but allowed high skill players to stay in the air much longer, or still stay in the air indefinitely if they had Mana Regeneration over 2,000.  But once you left faction territory, the mana drain increased almost exponentially.  Just 20 kilometers beyond Auger’s Ford, the mana drain was at the point where even someone with a super-high Mana Regeneration skill, like a Citadel-level player, couldn’t regenerate mana faster than it was being used, and could stay in the air for about six minutes before his mana ran out.  And if he used magic while in the air, that figure went down very fast.  That actively discouraged human magicians from adopting the cheese tactic of attacking from out of reach of other players, because they couldn’t do it for very long before they exhausted their mana and had to land.

Consumables could extend that.  Mana potions, totems, crystals gave a player an instant amount of mana based on the power of the consumable, but not even those would allow indefinite flight because of the cooldowns associated with them.  A player could use a potion that restored 50% of total mana once every five minutes, a totem that replenished 75% of their mana every eight minutes (so long as they were out of combat, totems could only be used out of combat), and a crystal that replenished about 10% of the mana bar every three minutes.  Using them at maximum efficiency, it was only going to let someone fly about 17 extra minutes before their mana pool was completely used up.  There were charms that temporarily buffed mana regeneration rates as well, and those could also extend the time a player could fly before he used up his mana pool.   Using the most powerful of those charms in conjunction with potions and crystals, assuming the player was doing so in a combat setting, a player could stay in the air continuously for nearly 19 extra minutes.  That was nearly 25 minutes of flying time, so long as the player didn’t use mana for any other reason.

But, just like the Sylphs and Drakkin, there was a way we could stay in the air much longer than that.  If we went very high and stayed at a set speed and course, like setting autopilot’s cruise control in a hovercar, it reduced the mana consumption rate of the skill to the point where we could stay in the air for hours at a time, even far away from the vortex.  That was the “travel mode” version of the skill.  It worked almost exactly like how Sylphs and Drakkin could fly long distances, so long as they stayed high in the air and didn’t engage in combat, which required them to make a lot of turns and change their air speed.  We’d figured out that we had to stay above 500 meters above the ground, not above sea level, for that mode of the skill to kick in.  That meant that we had to pay attention to the topography of the ground below us and make sure we stayed above the line if the ground’s elevation changed.  While in travel mode, we couldn’t do any fancy acrobatics, but we could fly as fast or as slow as we pleased.  If we turned too many times too quickly, it kicked us out of travel mode and started burning our mana much faster, and it took nearly a minute to re-establish “travel mode” to reduce mana consumption.  And if we descended below half a kilometer, the skill’s “low altitude” mana consumption rate kicked in and put us on a timer.  That would allow us to ascend or descend to stay above the line if the ground above us raised without kicking us out of travel mode.

That was more than enough time for us to both descend from travel altitude and land or take off and get to travel altitude before our mana ran out.


It did create a very interesting dynamic, however.  If a player had a relatively shallow mana pool but a very high Mana Regeneration skill, it allowed them to stay airborne much longer than a player with a very    big mana pool.  That’s because Mana Regeneration doesn’t restore mana by percentage, but by a fixed amount based on the skill, where the flight skill drains mana at a percentage.  In my human gear, my mana will go from 0 to full in a little over three minutes.  But in my Djinn form, it takes nearly nine minutes for my mana to completely regenerate.  That’s because my mana pool in Djinn form is three times bigger than my human form.  I have a much bigger mana pool that’s being recharged at the same linear rate.  That creates a mismatch in mana consumption versus mana replenishment due to how Mana Regeneration works that players could exploit to stay in the air longer, by reducing their total mana pool and using any consumable or item they can find that either restores mana or enhances the Mana Regeneration skill.  For me, in human form, I could stay in the air far from the vortex for nearly nine minutes before my mana finally hit 0 and disrupted the skill because of that quirky dynamic between flight mana consumption, my maximum mana, and my Mana Regeneration.

How seriously were human players taking maintaining flight at low altitude?  Some spreadsheets analyzing mana consumption had already been posted on the forums, and formulas for mana consumption had already been worked out by the math-inclined players, that other players could use to calculate exactly how long they could stay airborne.  All they had to do was plug in their mana pool value, their Mana Regeneration skill, and any modifiers like Charms of Mana Collection or gear they had that enhanced their Mana Regeneration skill, and the formula worked it out.  They were taking it that seriously.

That was going to make Charms of Mana Collection very, very popular among human players, because they temporarily boosted the effect of Mana Regeneration, and they could last upwards of three hours if made by a very high skill enchanter.  They were a staple item used by mage and healer archetypes in dungeons and raids to buff their mana regen to allow them to cast more spells before running out of mana, letting it passively regenerate at an accelerated rate, but now they were going to be even more popular, because it would allow humans to fly much longer away from Freeport.  And that was going to drive the prices up even more.


I needed to tell Lucilia about that…and put in an order for some of her strongest charms.


I’m not entirely sure the mana pool quirk was intentional, but I think it was.  And it was going to cause human players to carry around an entire set of gear designed around that quirk, to reduce their mana to allow their Mana Regeneration skill to refill that smaller mana pool much faster, and thus let them fly longer.

We’d also learned that Gift of the Djinn was like Touched by the Djinn in that it unlocked new child skills when you got it to threshold levels.  Some crazy fool out there had already raised his skill past 1,000, and he gained a new child skill at each threshold.  At 500 he got a skill called Wind Breath, and it allowed him to blow out a stiff breeze.  It had no real combat value that anyone could figure out, but it was a pretty neat little trick that had a lot of potential just as a fun toy.  But at 1,000, he got something much more substantial, a skill called Storm Lord, and it increased the damage he dealt using lightning.  Any kind of lightning, be it from a spell he cast or an item he used.  It also increased his resistance to lightning attacks, reducing the damage it did to him.  Now that ability had real potential, and when people found out about it, there was a sudden run on a consumable called a Lightning Rod, which was a one-use consumable that unleashed a lightning bolt attack.  Storm Lord increased the damage of that lightning attack.  And people needed them, because the only way to raise Storm Lord was to use lightning-based spells or items or be hit by them.


For me, it was doubly awesome, because it increased the damage of my Imbue Arrow, and Imbue Arrow would increase the skill because it was a lightning-based skill.  And since I can use Imbue Arrow way more than I can cast lightning-based spells, it would give me an efficient means to increase Storm Lord.

Because Gift of the Djinn was linked to Djinn Form in my skill window, I already had those child skills.  I didn’t get them immediately the day I got it, but they showed up in my skill window after I logged out and logged back in the next day.  I guess that had to update my character for the game server or they hadn’t added the skills into the server’s database until the next day or something.  But, I had a third skill that the others hadn’t discovered yet, which I bet unlocked at 1,500; my Djinn Form skill is 1,603.  That skill was called Jolt, and what it did was allow me to deal electrical damage to opponents by touch…but it cost a hell of a lot of mana to use.  That skill was enhanced by Storm Lord, I found out, but since the skill was so low, it barely did any damage at all even with that boost.


It cost me more mana to use Jolt than it did for me to cast a Lightning Bolt spell, and the spell hit like 1,000 times harder than Jolt.  That told me that the skill, while offensive, wasn’t designed to be a human player’s staple attack.  It was meant more as an oh shit option that would allow a human player to deal some damage, but the high mana cost kept that damage at reasonable levels.


Come to think of it, there was a low-skill Evocation spell called Shocking Grasp that acted almost the same way as Jolt.  It was meant for starting players, a low skill, low power, low mana spell that allowed the user to deal a small amount of lightning damage by touch, like a super-charged static shock.  Unlike Magic Missile, that had use at high skill levels, Shocking Grasp did not.  It had a maximum limit to the damage it could deal, and that maximum didn’t make it worth using once a magician got past a certain skill level, when more powerful spells were available to him.  Shocking Grasp was superior to Jolt in almost every way but one, and that was that I suspected that Jolt did not have a maximum cap to its damage.  I bet at high skill levels, the mana cost comes way down and it hits much harder, which was more than enough motivation for me to invest time and effort into raising the skill.


Why?  Jolt required no words of power or prep time to use.  It was an instant skill triggered by willing it to go off, and that could be extremely useful.

So, humans had gone from one of the weakest and most useless races in CO to one of the most powerful almost overnight, to the point where I was afraid that we’d been buffed a little bit too much.  And if that was the case, then our new skills would be nerfed, or even outright removed, to restore balance.  I had the feeling that Jolt wasn’t going to be a skill for very long, to reduce the appeal of the human race for new players, so I was going to enjoy it while I had it.


The one thing they weren’t going to take away was flight, and that made me happy.  It was pretty cool to just hover in midair over the city and look down, see the new dynamic…humans flying around rather than walking around.  There had already been quite a few injuries from people crashing into each other, not paying attention to where they were going, and it told me that very soon, the fundamental architectural style of the city was going to change.  Its inhabitants could now move in three directions, which made things like walls and fences utterly pointless, as well as allowing buildings to be built taking this new method of movement into account.  Stairs would disappear in the city, replaced by holes in the floor or ceiling.  Houses and buildings would be built with entrances off the ground with no easy access except from the air, to keep the “groundbound” races out of them.  The streets would remain so they could move cargo around by wagon, but they would see almost no foot traffic.  And what the Djinn had done would spread through the city, with hovering platforms holding buildings, or just buildings hovering in the air on their own—the house built around the hovering platform both above and below to conceal it—which would turn the city into a truly three dimensional place, with buildings both above and below.

But not everything was taking place up here.  Down on the ground, where the city used to be, they were taking advantage of the giant crater to build a new set of docks for ships, many of which had come here having no idea the city had been pulled out of the ground.  There would be a new Harbor District on the ground, would most likely become a city in its own right over time, and once the high elven mages figured out how to move goods up and down to the city, those docks would again be a critical part of the city’s economy.  But the construction was going very slowly because of how the crater was formed.  The sides of it were vertical right at the edge, so no pilings could be set out in the water and the edges had to be reinforced to prevent landslides.  They also had to deal with the fact that the ground abutting the crater wasn’t level, with the land at the easternmost edge being much higher than the land closer to the coast, so high that any dock they built there would be too high for ships to tie up to it..  The docks had to be built along or against the edge of crater, the wooden ramps extending out as much as they could safely make them go without support on the outside edge and a series of ramps and stairs leading up to ground level along the eastern edge, requiring them to sink pilings into the sides of the crater at angles to create a platform that was stable enough and could handle the weight of cargo moving over it.  So what they were doing was building a semicircular, continuous dock that ringed the inland side of the crater, where ships would tie up, load or unload cargo, and then sail out of the now much wider harbor mouth compared to before.


That crater was the perfect harbor.  Any ship could tie up to the dock, no matter how big it was or how much draw it had at the keel.


And below the city but above the harbor, there was also some activity.  Some enterprising human magician got the idea to build a new house on the underside of the giant rock that held the city, using stone shaping magic to form a dwelling attached to the inverted “peak” of the mountain-sized rock that held the city.  He’d made an inverted tower of a sort, a fairly large circular tower that pointed down instead of up, and ended in a definite point, almost like a stalactite hanging from the very tip of the gigantic piece of stone under the city.  It was absolutely ingenious, what he did, taking advantage of the fact that nobody owned that “land” and carving out for himself a very large and very clever new abode.  I knew that others were going to do the same, and over time, an entire “undercity” was going to form down there, most likely complete with tunnels through the stone that would connect the hanging buildings together. 

Things were changing so much.  I wasn’t sure I’d even recognize Freeport in a month.


But, I was here on business, not to gawk.  I’d finished emptying out my old house three days ago, and I’d received mail from the Djinn that they’d finished my house, so I was here to take possession of it and move some stuff into it, get it furnished.  Eventually I’d open a shop there, but not until the enclave was finished and the Djinn moved in, since they’d be my primary customers.  For now, I wanted to get the stuff I intended to sell into the house’s item storage, which would be almost entirely items made of bone, stone, and metal, the materials that Djinn could not conjure.  It was the last major project I had before I returned to my old life in the game, my old ways, and went back to exploring.  Despite everything that happened, with the Solo Challenge ending and making good friends in Savar and Emelda, I still wanted to explore every nook and cranny of the Twin Worlds. I wanted the most complete maps any player could compile, I wanted to see everything in the game, and that meant I’d to back to exploration, finding new overworld boss monsters to kill, new marvels to document, new amazing discoveries to share with the other players.


The difference is, I’d be doing that exploration with much better gear, which would drastically increase my survivability.


I descended to my new house, and I had to appreciate it.  It sat at the very edge of the Djinn enclave, almost as if it was part of it but not part of it, hanging almost directly over where the docks used to be when the harbor had water in it.  That made my building prominent, and would increase its visibility and traffic when I opened the shop.  It was built in the Djinn style, which was a large, flat-roofed building with no stairs, and very large windows with no glass on the sides that allowed them to enter and leave easily, as well as allow air to flow through the structure unimpeded.  The walls were made of light gray stone, the stone scavenged from the city, but they’d added some highlights using different colored stone that created contrast along the walls that made it quite handsome.  They’d put an elegant wrought iron fence on the low wall at the top of the building that ringed the roof, which the Djinn used as a part of their home the way they did on the Citadel.  The windows were the only way in or out on the upper floors, and in the northwest corner of each floor was a hole that connected the three floors of the building together.  The building was built for Djinn, meaning the ceilings were five and a half meters tall to give them plenty of room to hover, with the building standing nearly 21 meters high when the roof’s edges, a low wall to keep things from sliding off, were added in.  That was the height of five story building on Terra, but it was still shorter than my house on Citadel because that building was built with four meter tall ceilings to give the building the feel of having high ceilings for the Arkons, who were a very tall people.  The ground floor was built to be a shop with a workshop area in the back, and the upper two floors were designed to be a fairly spacious apartment, which I would need to furnish.

My plan was to do the same thing here as on Citadel, just reversed.  The top floor would be furnished for my Djinn form, and the middle floor would be furnished for my human form.


I was thoroughly satisfied with the result of the Djinn’s labors, and I started moving in.  I began by conjuring some basic furniture, carpets, and cushions for the two floors, then I went down and conjured what I could for the shop area so I could have at least a little shelf space for displaying goods.  I’d have to buy most of what goes in the shop area since they had metal parts in them, but I could conjure some tables and shelves that didn’t for now and replace them with larger and more sturdy pieces later.  Once that was done, I unloaded a bunch of stuff into the house’s item storage, stuff I intended to sell in Freeport and some extra stuff that would give me a good stock of exploration supplies in case I needed to resupply and for some reason didn’t have the time or inclination to go back to my house on Citadel.  The workshop here was nearly the same size as the one on Citadel, but this one I set up exclusively as a smithy.  The Djinn could conjure leather and cloth goods, so they wouldn’t be buying it.  But they would be buying metal goods, so the workshop here had to cater to that need.  On the second floor, I set up a very small work area for leatherworking and tailoring, without the leather treatment equipment like racks and vats, a place where I could make finished goods using pre-prepared leather and cloth, which I could conjure.  The top floor was set up with the plan to put in a small research library, mainly a place where I could practice Scribing.  You still needed a small research library to practice Scribing by itself, so you could refer to the magical tomes so you could use the proper symbols when you penned the spell scrolls.  I needed about a bookshelf full of books to practice Scribing, and the top floor would be able to hold it without cluttering up the place, given there was little furniture up there in the first place.  I’d practice Research on Citadel, and set up this small space for Scribing in case I ever needed to scribe a spell from Freeport.

After clearing out my item storage, I then spent nearly two hours going between Freeport and Citadel to get everything else I planned to move, a mixture of personal items, tradeskill materials, tools to set up my smithy, and merchandise to stock the shop.  When that was done, I more or less just sat on a comfy chair up on the roof and watched the hustle and bustle, pondering my other life.


The real one.
 I was at a crossroads in the game, but at a much bigger one in real life.  I still had no real idea what I wanted to do with my life now that I was more or less free to do whatever I wanted.  I’d kicked around going to the Academy, opening my own business, doing nothing, even going back to work, but I hadn’t really come to any decisions.  About the only thing that I’d managed to do was take the c500,000 I had earmarked for investment and get it squared away.  Last week, I opened an account at the Second Bank of Moridon at the suggestion of the banker at MMS, which was a much more upscale bank meant for rich people, and I was assigned a personal financial planner to help me make a plan for my money.  She was a Moridon, Sankilai Dron, and after she spent nearly three hours all but interrogating me over what I wanted to do with the money, she only needed about six hours to put together a comprehensive financial plan that did exactly what I wanted it to do.  And simply put, that was to put the money in no-risk investments that would supply me with a moderate monthly income that would last me for the rest of my life.  Her plan invested my money in a series of guaranteed bonds issued by the Moridon government that earned a return on my C500,000 that, when distributed as monthly payments, came out to C1,187.83.  That was nearly twice my old salary, and more than enough to move into one of the upper class apartments over by Jacksonville Beach, or even buy my own house.  The average monthly mortgage payment for a three bedroom house or condo in the Jacksonville area was C370, where the rent on an upper class apartment would be around C500.  And if I couldn’t live off C400 a month, there was something wrong with me.

I told you before, I could easily afford to live in a much nicer apartment, but I choose not to because the efficiency I have now suits me.


To put it into perspective, the rent on my efficiency now is only C180 a month, which I could easily afford on my old salary of C642.11 a month as a database manager.  Which isn’t bad, given the mandated minimum living wage on Earth is around C360 a month, ensuring that anyone can easily afford the kind of efficiency in which I live.  So, I used to make about double the minimum wage, which put me just on the lower edge of middle class, or the upper edge of working class.  For me, it was more than enough, so I was certain that the income off my dividends was going to be more than I needed.


A Galactic Credit, Earth’s de facto currency since the Faey took over, was worth about what three dollars was back before the subjugation.  A Big Mac at McDonald’s costs C1.19, when it used to cost like $3.69.

That wasn’t the only new income I’d have coming in.  About two weeks ago, the DFM sent me a rather terse message informing me that my stipend payments as a farm survivor would start being sent to my account starting next month, and a pro-rated amount of C112.33 had been deposited into my Second Bank account as of that morning.  I would receive C683.29 a month for the rest of my natural life as part of the stipend program, which was enough for a farm worker to live off of so long as they lived a modest lifestyle.  That was effectively a salary of about twice the legal minimum wage on Terra.  Adding that to my monthly dividend distribution, I’d be living off of a combined guaranteed monthly income of C1871.12, which put me into the lower tier of the upper middle class.  That was the kind of monthly salary a high level executive or master tradeskill practitioner took home.


But I had to move out of the efficiency, because I’d done one thing that I’d been wanting to do for a while.  I’d needed to move to a building with a parking lot, because I was going to buy a hovercar and a skimmer.


Hovercars weren’t that expensive, but you did have to have a license to drive one, which I lacked.  I similarly had no license to fly a skimmer, but my skimmer license would allow me to drive a hovercar, so I only needed the skimmer license.  Skimmers, like any vehicle capable of operating in outer space, required a Class 3 Operator’s License to fly, and a Class 3 also allowed the holder to drive a hovercar.  And that was the second real thing I’d done since getting the money.  I was taking a Class 3 course to get my license.  I was four days into the 15 day course, which were held every morning at 8:00 am and lasted six hours every day.  I’d had four classes so far, and I have to admit, I had no idea there were so many rules involved.  You had to pass a 120 question test about the rules of operation both in an atmosphere and in outer space, plus you had to pass a practical skills exam.


That part was much easier.  The class came with a skimmer simulation simsense that let you practice flying a skimmer anytime you wanted, and I’d been using the hell out of it for the last few days.


There was one other piece of major hardware I was considering buying…a bionoid.  I don’t really need a bionoid, but it does have some major advantages, and the biggest one was, Faey telepaths couldn’t get into my head if I was out in the world using a bionoid.  I could use the bionoid for my chores and errands, especially use it any time I might potentially have to deal with a Faey, and when I moved into my new apartment, I’d have room to stow the bionoid unit when I wasn’t using it.  The model of bionoid I was considering wasn’t going to be cheap, either, because I wanted one with some extras.  You can buy them with augmented strength and speed, “athletic model” bionoids that were built for extended physical activity and had operational parameters beyond human norms, and having a bionoid like that, with its machine strength and very fast processing speed, which translated to reaction speed for the driver, would make it highly improbable I’d be at a disadvantage if I ever got into a fight while driving a bionoid.  I wanted a bionoid more like Xen than the real me that I could use in the real world, something as strong and as agile and as flexible as Xen, which would allow me to fully exploit my fighting skills if it ever came down to it. 


I have to admit, I was gonna do it.  I hadn’t completely talked myself into it yet, but I really liked the idea of being in a bionoid when out among people, for the protection it provided from both people I don’t trust and the Faey I fear.  I just had to justify putting myself into even more debt to pay for a C26,750 security blanket.  C20,000 for the bionoid, C5,750 for the extras I wanted, and C1,000 for the upgrade that would allow the bionoid to operate on the Confederation comm network, that I could use anywhere in the Confederation instead of only on Earth.  Since the touring skimmer I wanted would be capable of traversing Stargates, the bionoid I was going to buy needed to be able to operate on the other side of that Stargate.  That way my real body could stay at home and my bionoid could do the traveling.

I hadn’t had the money for a month, and I was already planning on going into debt to buy a touring skimmer and a bionoid.  But at least I wasn’t buying anything frivolous or stupid.  As long as I stayed within my budget, I’d be alright.  Besides, I still had almost all of the C17,000 I’d put aside for buying silly toys and whatnot, so I still had a good cash reserve for emergencies.

Speaking of class, I’d best log out or I was going to be late.


This would be the second to last day I’d be leaving from my apartment.  The first thing I did with the money,  even before I decided to buy a hovercar or a skimmer, was buy my own place.  I didn’t want to rent anymore, I wanted a place that was mine, that was my space, where I didn’t have to answer to a landlord.  So, after the Grand Crusade was done and I had time to look properly, I started house hunting.  And I found what was perfect for me.  It was a condominium, not a house, on the 58th floor of an upscale building on the south side of Jacksonville, which was the “richer” side of town.  The unit I’d bought was a very nice two bedroom model, with one bedroom for me and one bedroom for when Sano or Rita came to visit, which would double as a storage space for my new bionoid when it wasn’t being used by a living person.  The condo was surprisingly large for its list price, with a full living room, balcony off the living room that gave me a fantastic view of the ocean, dining room, kitchen, parlor or study or den or whatever they were called, a very large combo utility room/garage, two bedrooms with one being a master bedroom, and two bathrooms, the master bedroom built in the Faey style with the separate shower and large soaking tub.  The condo also had a balcony off the living room, a surprisingly large one that was not connected to the balconies on either side of it and had retractable privacy walls on the sides if I didn’t want my neighbors looking at my balcony and ventilation infrastructure in place to allow me to grill out there.  The apartment faced east, which meant I had a commanding view of the Atlantic, a fact that made the unit C2,000 more expensive than units facing in other directions.  And what was most important, the building had its own parking in sublevels under the building, with some of the parking sized for skimmers, since many of its tenants had both hovercars and skimmers, in a fairly large parking facility underneath the building.  Each tenant was assigned one space per bedroom the condo had for free, but could rent additional spaces if they were needed.  The condo’s utility room had a large cargo door that opened to the outside that would allow large items to be brought into the apartment without having to bring them through the inside of the building, which was why the balconies weren’t connected, and the utility room was large enough to house a hoverbike or a very small hovercar…which was also intentional.  That was a feature in the more upscale units in the building, from the 50th floor up.  The apartments on the lower floors didn’t have a utility room like that, one that opened to the outside and could double as a garage for a hoverbike or small hovercar.  That feature made the condo a good C1,400 more expensive than a similarly sized condo on the lower floors, but there weren’t any of those available.  If I wanted it, I’d have to spend the extra money on a unit with that deluxe combo garage/utility room.


It was all good, since I was planning on buying a hovercar anyway.  And now that I had a garage, I was going to make sure I bought one that would fit in the utility room.  That way I could save my parking spot down in the underground garage for the skimmer.


The condo also came with something I’d never had before as standard equipment, a helper unit.  Helper units were robots, a small flying disc about a meter wide with two arms attached to it that moved around using grav pods.  They were capable of basic fetching and carrying, cleaning, doing laundry, and the like.  The more upscale models were capable of cooking, and since this was an upscale condo, this one had that capability.  It could even talk, it had an AI that allowed it to respond to verbal commands and even hold something of conversation.  The helper unit would keep the apartment tidy and do basic chores for me, cook for me if I wanted, and they were programmable to allow them to perform new tasks, or perform a task exactly the way I wanted.  So, for example, if I like my clothes folded a certain way, I could teach the helper unit how to do it.  There were a bunch of expansion programs available on Civnet to customize helper units, and the unit in the apartment was advanced enough model to use all of them.  The one in the apartment was a deluxe model, reflecting the price tag that came with the condo.


I’d already done the financing, which only took my financial advisor about two hours to set up once I signed the “intent to buy” paper at the management office in the building.  The mortgage would run C770 a month on a 15 year mortgage—I didn’t want a 30 year mortgage—which included a separate C60 a month building service fee to pay for utilities, building maintenance, and upgrades.  That was more than my monthly stipend, but not by very much, so the stipend was effectively paying for my new condo.


It was more than I really wanted to pay, but I didn’t have many options…and besides, the condo was awesome, with everything I was looking for and some extras I didn’t consider but liked more and more as I inspected the unit  It was more than big enough for my needs, had the extra bedroom for the bionoid, and while I didn’t necessarily need a utility room that doubled as a private garage, it was take it or leave it.


I was supposed to close on the new condo today, after my skimmer class, and I’d be moving in tomorrow.  Well, I wasn’t closing on it, but I’d reach a stage in the paperwork where the building manager would allow me to take possession of the condo and move in.  The actual closing on the condo would come next week.  So, after getting dressed in my tiny efficiency, I headed for skimmer class.

It almost felt like I was back at work, except for the fact I was getting on a different tram.  The class ran from 8:00 am to 2:00 pm and would run for two more weeks, since it followed Earth conventions and ran from Monday to Friday.  Today was going to mark the end of the first week of class, and so far, I’d done pretty well.  I’d passed all the written tests they give to make sure we know the rules we were taught, and I’d be taking my first practical simulation test today, dealing with low altitude operations.  If I passed that practical, I’d be legally allowed to drive a hovercar, it was the Class 1 practical skills test.  Once I had my Class 1 endorsement, I was going to buy a hovercar that would fit in the garage, so I wouldn’t have to take the tram anymore.  The second week’s tests would be cross country operations, which was the same as the Class 2 license, and the third week’s tests would be outer space operations, which was the Class Three section of the course.  Once we passed all those tests,  then we’d take the Class 3 written test and practical exam on the last day of the course.  If I passed that, I’d walk out of the building with my Class 3.  Once I had that, I’d be looking at buying a skimmer.

I wasn’t going into debt to buy that hovercar.  I was going to buy a used one using the money I set aside from the payment for large purchases.  I could buy a nice used compact hovercar that would fit in the garage for about C5,000, something that I could use to run errands around town or go to and from class.  That would leave me C12,000 to furnish my new home, which was more than enough.

I perused the listings for both new and used skimmers on the tram to class, then put it aside when class started.  The course I chose was fast-paced because I want my license as soon as possible, and it requires a lot of attention to memorize all the rules and operating procedures we have to know that hovercar drivers don’t.  Hovercar drivers don’t interact with airspace traffic control, for example, but we do, so we have to know the proper procedures for dealing with traffic control.  That’s the main focus of next week’s segment of the course, high altitude flying, because hovercars don’t fly at high altitudes outside of established “interstate corridors,” controlled airspace specifically set aside for hovercars traveling long distances.  Since skimmers don’t have to fly in those corridors, we have to know how to take orders from traffic control.  We also have to share the sky with other vehicles that don’t use the corridors, like other skimmers, Sticks (like tractor trailers, they carry cargo containers), dropships (a different class of vehicle that’s similar to skimmers but are designed to be based on a ship and land on a planet rather than be based in the atmosphere), cargo freighters (they carry hundreds of cargo containers at a time, where Sticks carry up to 12 at a time depending on the model), and even smaller spacefaring vessels, the ones capable of making ground or water landings.  I already had a jump on next week’s coursework because I don’t work, so that means I have lots of time to study…and with the Grand Crusade being over now, I don’t feel like I have to log in.

It still felt weird.  This time last month, I’d have been at my cubicle filling out forms and doing data retrieval requests.  Now I’m in class learning how to fly a skimmer.


This class didn’t just teach how to fly a skimmer, it also taught how to remote pilot a skimmer through a merge, either merged while physically in the skimmer or by remote.  That part of it was really interesting, since your point of view was much different when you were flying the skimmer from the inside, relying on the cameras and instruments instead of your own eyes, but it wasn’t really all that hard.  No harder than flying the skimmer manually.


After class, instead of going home, I instead headed out to prepare to move into my new apartment tomorrow.  The unit was unfurnished, so where my efficiency is furnished—such as it is—I’d need to buy a living room set, a bedroom set, a bookshelf or two, a dining room set, a merge pod, and a couple of desk chairs.  And moving would be easy, since I don’t have much stuff.  It might take me two hours to pack my things and hire a hovertruck to take it to my new place, but I couldn’t do that until I got some furniture for the apartment.

I wouldn’t need to buy everything.  There was some “furniture” incorporated into the design of the condo unit that I wouldn’t have to buy, and the unit came with some pretty impressive appliances pre-installed.  I’d need to buy a dining room set, or I could leave the room empty and just use the table in the kitchen or the bar area on the far side of the kitchen island, which were built into the kitchen as standard equipment.  But, I’d need to buy stools or high chairs for the island bar table, where the kitchen table had four seats incorporated into the design.   The condo unit had its own vidlink, so I wouldn’t need to buy one of those, that was standard equipment just about anywhere on Earth anymore.  There were writing desks incorporated into both bedrooms, so I wouldn’t need those, but those desks didn’t have chairs, so I’d have to buy some if I wanted to use them as something more than a shelf.  The kitchen was fully furnished, and the apartment came with a clothes washer/dryer already installed in the utility room.  The appliances were part of the list price of the house, meaning that I now owned them, and I’d be responsible for maintenance on all of them.  I could replace them if I wished, but I doubted that I’d need to do so.  They were all top-line models of current appliances, befitting a condo like this..


One very useful feature in the new apartment is that it’s interface compatible.  I could control all the apartment’s functions and the appliances with my interface, even do it remotely over Civnet, so I’d never have to use their manual controls.  Them coding the apartment’s equipment to my interface was part of the closing process, which the building manager said would be done the day I moved in.


Guess that gives me a reason to wear my interface around the house.


 I was going to spend some of that C17,000—well, C12,000 given I was going to buy a hovercar—I had put back for splurging.  I went to a furniture store and bought all the furniture I needed, all of it economy style furniture that looked nice and was comfortable, then I went to a specialty store and bought something I was going to need if I wanted a bionoid, a merge pod.  You weren’t allowed to merge directly to a bionoid because of the risk of a medical condition called dump shock that would cause someone to go into a temporary coma if the bionoid’s onboard computer was shut down unexpectedly or was destroyed in an accident, so you had to buy a merge pod to use one.  Merge pods held a control computer in them that monitored the user’s vital signs, would alert the Medical Service if you had any medical problems while using a merge pod, and would safely disconnect a person from the bionoid before dump shock could happen if the bionoid was damaged in a skimmer crash or had a malfunction or something.  Merge pods weren’t cheap, the one I bought was C400, but it was mandatory equipment to use a bionoid, just like a third gen simsense rig was required equipment to play CO.

Merge pods could be used for more than bionoids, so at least I’d get some use out of it.  They were designed to be ergonomically comfortable for people who spent extended time in a merge, and it would be way better for me to play CO in the merge pod than laying on my bed.  The merge pod place where I bought mine had models for about 30 different species on the display floor and could order models for any species living on Earth, each one built to be most comfortable for a particular species.  Because of that, I was going to put my merge pod in the living room, so I could run a hard dataline from the vidlink to the merge pod.  I know I could set it up to use local gravband, but I’m old school enough to prefer hardline connections.

For the first time since I was a kid, my bedroom was going to be used almost exclusively for sleeping.


By sunset, I had everything done.  The furniture was going to be delivered tomorrow morning, I had boxes to pack my stuff, I had a cargo truck hired to move my stuff, my vidlink’s data had been successfully downloaded over to the vidlink in the new apartment, and I had a memory stick big enough to hold the 232 gigastrings of programs and data in my vidlink to serve as a hard copy in case the export was corrupted.  Seriously, that was ridiculous.  The CO program was only 2.1 gigastrings, and the other programs I had in it amounted to all of 6.24 gigastrings.  Virtually all of that data was my simsense recordings, those were memory intensive since they were recording the sensory data as well as the standard A/V.  I really needed to change my recording parameters to pare out some of the sensory stuff.  I didn’t really need to record smell, taste, and touch.


Good thing the vidlink in my new apartment had ten terrastrings of memory in it.  Most decent vidlinks nowadays have a minimum of one terrastring of memory and are running MB-1000 processors or better, which are compatible with third gen simsense rigs.  Upscale vidlinks come capable of running third gen simsense without the rig, but that kind of “onboard” simsense compatibility isn’t as good as a dedicated third gen simsense rig, which had hardware in it specifically designed to encode and decode sensory data.  The vidlink in my old apartment—this apartment—only had 250 megastrings when I first moved in, and I went out and bought new memory chips for it to increase that to 500 gigastrings…which required me to buy a new master processor for it, since the old one could only handle a maximum of 250 gigastrings of memory and weren’t compatible with second gen simsense rigs, which were the mainstream back then.  I’ve put about C1,000 worth of upgrades into that vidlink over the years I’ve lived in this apartment to upgrade it to where it can play cutting edge simsense games, and the sad part is, I can’t really take those out.  I threw away the old equipment, I didn’t really think I’d ever move out of this apartment.  So whoever takes this apartment after I move out is going to inherit a pretty kickass vidlink.


Hey, efficiency apartments have cheap vidlinks in them.


The new vidlink wouldn’t need any upgrading outside of my simsense rig.  It came with more than enough memory and its master processor was hardcore, an MB-2200, so all I had to do was plug my third gen rig into an expansion bay (it had six expansion bays) and I was good to go.


The next morning, after a trip to the new building to finalize moving into the apartment with the building manager and confirming my biometrics had been added to the apartment so I could control everything via interface, I executed my “master plan” and moved to the new apartment…which took me all of about four hours.  When you have almost no stuff, it’s easy to move it.  An hour to pack, an hour going and getting my cargo hovertruck and bringing it back to the apartment (taking advantage of the fact that I can drive hovercars legally now), half an hour to load the truck, a ten minute drive to the new apartment, and a half an hour to unpack it   I took the truck back to the old apartment so I could make sure it was clean and ready for a new tenant, then I gave the building rental office official notice I’d moved out.  The building only leases month to month—buildings like that have high turnover—so it was just signing a form and going with the manager to inspect the unit so he was sure it was clean and I didn’t break anything.  After that, it was as simple as dropping the hovertruck off back at the rental place and taking a tram to my new home.

I got home just in time to accept the delivery of my new furniture.  The delivery people were waiting for me when I got there, their cargo truck hovering just outside the cargo door for my apartment, and I watched as they brought it in through the utility room using hover pods, the delivery guys wearing hoverpacks so they could fly in and out of the apartment to get the furniture.  The merge pod delivery truck arrived as the furniture guys were unloading, so that was brought in and placed before the furniture guys had gotten to the living room set, letting me place it into the living room first.  Once they brought in and placed my new furniture, I was more or less done.  All I had to do was unpack my stuff and put it away, and I was fully moved in.


That took about two hours, and necessitated a trip downstairs to the shopping concourse to buy a few things I needed for this apartment I hadn’t needed for the old one, like queen size sheets for the beds and cleaning supplies for the helper unit to use to do its job.  I was programming the helper unit with the tasks I wanted it to perform when Sano contacted me over my interface.  [You get moved in yet?]


[Doing the last things now.  Lemme give you my new vidlink ID.]

Sano’s face appeared on a hologram in front of the island in the kitchen a few seconds later, in the act of taking off her interface as she looked from side to side.  “Much bigger place.  I like it.  What kind of view does it have?”


“Unimpeded view of the ocean,” I replied brightly as I finished tinkering with the helper 


“Now I’m jealous,” she laughed.  “Ooh, a helper unit!  Standard with the apartment?”


“Yeah,” I answered.  “I’ve never had one before, so I’m not sure how this is gonna go.”


“They’re really useful,” she told me.  “So, give me access to the camera pod and let me get a look around.”

“Sure,” I told her, ordering the vidlink in the living room to do so using my interface.  The camera pod launched from the top of the vidlink, and after Sano put her interface back on, she started exploring the condo using it.  I finished up with the helper unit and let it go back to its socket in the ceiling over the island—where it stayed when not doing anything—and walked into the living room, a hologram winking on in front of the vidlink when I moved into the new room.  This apartment had holo emitters in every room, even the bathrooms, which would allow me to watch viddy or take calls anywhere in the apartment.  “Wow, pretty swanky,” Sano said with a smile at me after the pod returned to the vidlink, which prompted her to take her interface off again.

“I’m paying more than I wanted for this place, but I couldn’t pass it up,” I admitted.  “It has everything I want, some things I didn’t know I wanted until I saw them, and there’s always that view.  That and there are like no decent apartments for rent anywhere in this city.  It was buy a condo or stay in the efficiency, and this place was like perfect.  So I decided what the hell.”


“I don’t blame you,” she smiled.  “I see you chose furniture not far off from the style in your townhouse in Citadel City.”


I had to laugh.  “Hey, I like that furniture,” I defended myself.  “And this living room set wasn’t expensive at all.”


“How much?”


“C490 for the whole set,” I bragged.  “I’m gonna go back there and get some furniture for the balcony, you know, a grill, an outdoor chair and maybe a small table.  And I think I’m gonna get a couple of paintings or pictures or something for the walls.  My old place was too small for stuff like that, but these walls look, I dunno, bare.”

“I’m glad to see you’re settling in,” she smiled.  “But instead of pictures, you should get some wall projection holo emitters so you can put whatever you want on the walls and change it whenever you feel like it.  Did you hear from Rita?”


“Not today, what’s she up to?”


“Same as you, house hunting,” she replied.  “She sent me a bunch of holos and asked me which house I liked best.  I swear, that girl just doesn’t seem to be able to make up her own mind,” she chuckled.  “But the big news is, she’s leaving El Paso.”


“Not surprised, she told me she doesn’t like it there all that much,” I grunted.   “Where is she gonna go?”


“The houses she showed me are all in Mexico,” she replied.  “As in actual houses, not an apartment.  She wants to move far away from any big city, and she said her family is originally from Mexico, so she’s looking around down there.  So she’s been house hunting in smaller towns and villages in southern Mexico.  I think she said they’re on the Yucatan.  Where’s that?”


“The Yucatan Peninsula,” I supplied.  “Just bring up a map of Mexico, you can’t miss it.”


She glanced to the side.  “Oh yeah, I see,” she nodded.  “And I see the towns she talked about, too.”


“Well, I’m glad for her,” I said.  “If it makes her happy, then she should do it.”


“That puts her in the middle,” she laughed.  “A little closer to you than to me, but we’ll be flying all but right over her house on the way to see each other.  So, you pass your practicals yesterday?”

“Yup.  I have my official Class One, and I already used it by renting a hovertruck to move my stuff.  Monday we start the next phase.  Two more weeks and I’ll have my Class Three.”


“Ooh, you gonna buy a hovercar?”


“Yup,” I answered.  “I’m gonna buy a used one, I don’t want a hovercar payment on top of my mortgage and the skimmer loan.  I don’t want to payment myself out of my income.  I don’t really need a hovercar, since my building is on the tram line, but this apartment has its own garage.  That kinda convinced me to get one, because it’ll be so convenient.  No more waiting for the tram.”


“You should definitely do it.  Take it from me, Kevin, once you have a hovercar, you’ll wonder why you thought you didn’t need one.  It’s sooooo convenient to be able to go exactly where you want to go whenever you want to go, without having to wait for a tram.”


“That’s why I’ve decided to buy one,” I chuckled.  “Or maybe I could get a hoverbike.  The utility room here has a cargo door that opens to the outside so it can double as a small garage, so I could store it right here in the apartment.”


“No thank you,” she said adamantly.  “I tried one of those out when I first moved here, and it was absolutely terrifying.  All I could think of was that I could fall off and die.”


“That’s what the safety harness is for, nit,” I teased.


“That didn’t matter.  The first time I leaned over and looked down while I was up in the air, that was it.  I landed it back at the dealership and haven’t been on one since.  I guess I’m afraid of heights,” she admitted.

I didn’t comment on that.  “I’m stilll looking at skimmers.  I haven’t decided on a new one or a used one yet,” I mused.  “But now that I have my class one, I can start seriously looking for a hovercar.  I just have to make sure I buy one that’s small enough to fit in the utility room.”

“You can find some really good older model used hovercars for around four thousand credits,” she told me. “And if you’re willing to go with something much older, you can get them as cheap as five hundred.  I bought mine for two thousand.  It was in really good condition and the interior was still in great shape.”


“I thought you took the tram to work.”


“I do, it’s murder finding a parking space downtown,” she replied.  “I use it for errands and whatnot.  The tram service here isn’t all that great, so you kinda need a hovercar if you wanna do things.”


“That’s kinda like here,” I chuckled.  “Almost everyone in 2M took the tram to work because there’s a parking shortage downtown.  There aren’t enough free spaces to go around, and rental spaces can go for ten credits a day.”


“Wow, that’s even worse than here,” she said.  “A lot of people here that take their hovercar to work send it back home on autopilot so they don’t have to park it downtown, then recall it to come pick them up when they’re done.”


“That’s only in newer models,” I said.


“Yeah, mine doesn’t have that,” she nodded.  “So it’s the tram for me.”


“Well, if I buy a hovercar, I’d better make sure it has autonomous autopilot,” I noted to myself.


“It’s the only thing I wish my hovercar had.”


“Can’t you upgrade the software?”


“I could, but I don’t want to pay out that much.  I’d have to replace the main computer, and that’s nearly as much as I paid for the hovercar.  The tram that runs by my building goes straight to my work, so I really don’t mind riding the tram,” she answered.  “The tram only sucks if I want to go out and do other things.  I think that’s why I got the car so cheap,” she added with a laugh.  “Everyone wants AA compatible hovercars now.”


“Is it at least remote capable?”


“Yeah, I can drive it by merge,” she nodded.  “But since I live alone here, I never really have to send the car out to pick anyone up.”

“Your friends don’t hang out with you?”


“They have better hovercars than me,” she admitted with a laugh.  “They’re the ones picking me up.”

“Poor little rich girl,” I teased.  “Parents live on an estate while you drive a used hovercar and live in a cramped apartment.”


She smiled slightly.  “You don’t know Shio, Kevin.  The fact that my parents don’t give me money is normal in our culture.  Children are expected to make it on their own in Shio society.  Once your parents kick you out, that’s it.  Only in the most extraordinary circumstances would they help you.”


“Huh, I didn’t know that,” I said, feeling a little bit like a jerk for saying something like that.  “Sorry.”


“It’s not a big deal,” she said.  “Besides, us kids look at it as making sure our inheritance is as big as possible,” she winked.  “That’s the same as Terran society.  When our parents pass on, the kids inherit their estate.  And that big manor you talked about will eventually be mine,” she told me evenly.  “Mikki is the older sister, so she has rights to it, but she gave up those rights when she joined the House of Karinne.  She signed her claim over to me, so I’ll be the one with the house when my mother dies.”

“What about your father?”


“It’s not his,” she replied.  “In Shio society, the spouse of the deceased doesn’t inherit the ancestral home and its land when their spouse dies.  Though my dad is part of my family, it’s by marriage, and the land that runs through my family stays with the bloodline.  My dad can inherit money or other property bought while they were married, but property my mom owned before they were married, and not any land or property attached to the Strongblade family bloodline.  My mother is the one that owns the manor, and when she dies, it comes to me, not my father.  I certainly won’t throw my father out, that’s not how we do things, but he won’t own the manor.”


“Huh,” I said.  “I had no idea.  So your dad changed his name?”

“My dad’s family name is Darkbranch, not Strongblade,” she replied.  “And he has his own bloodline with its own ancestral home.  Shio don’t change their names when they get married.”


“Oh.  So, how does the whole thing with the last name of the kids work?”


She laughed.  “That can get complicated,” she winked.  “If my dad was the primary heir to an ancestral home, then either me or Mikki would carry his last name to reflect our status as his heir.  Since Mom’s house is bigger than the ancestral home of Dad’s family, Mikki would be a Strongblade and I would be a Darkbranch, since Mikki gets the bigger claim as the oldest.  She can’t inherit both, though.  Families can’t merge ancestral homes that way.  But since Dad’s not the oldest child, that means that he’s not going to inherit his family’s land unless his older brother dies before his father does, which isn’t very likely.  That means that Mom’s kids carry the name Strongblade, since we are eligible to inherit Mom’s house.”


“That sounds almost feudal.”


“It’s a really old tradition that goes back thousands of years,” she nodded.  “And only applies to an ancestral home and the land attached to it.  Shio that live in apartments or condos, or aren’t the direct heir to an ancestral claim, they don’t have these kinds of issues.”


“Okay, so who gets to tag the kids with their last name in families that don’t inherit?”


“The older parent gets to pass the name to the children by tradition, but it’s also something of a tradition for at least one of the children in a marriage to carry the family name of the other parent.  Usually the third child, if there is one,” she answered.  “Dad is older than Mom, so if not for the fact that Mom has an ancestral claim, the kids would be Darkbranches.”


“Is your brother a Strongblade or a Darkbranch?  He’s the third child.”


“He’s a Strongblade, because Mom has an ancestral claim, and that puts him in the line of inheritance,” she answered.  “That’s when you don’t apply that tradition, when one parent owns an ancestral claim and the other doesn’t.  If she didn’t, then me and Mikki would be Darkbranches because Dad is older than Mom, but Kallim would still be a Strongblade since he’s the third child.  He’d carry Mom’s family name.”


“Wow.  That sounds complicated.”


“Long ago, it was the subject of a lot of jockeying,” she laughed.  “Naturally, every Shio wants to pass their family name to their kids, so nobody wanted to marry anyone older than they were.  Especially if they were the oldest child.  That’s where the old tradition of the oldest child having an arranged marriage came from.  The oldest child would marry someone younger than them to guarantee the passage of the family name to the next generation, where the younger kids would be allowed to marry about anyone, since they didn’t matter nearly as much.  We don’t do the arranged marriages anymore, but it’s still more or less a sacred tradition for the oldest child to marry someone younger so they can pass down their family name.”

“Sounds like Shio culture really puts emphasis on the first born.”


“Yup.  Mikki is the oldest, so she had some perks I didn’t when we grew up.  But they came with a bunch of obligations I don’t have, so really I don’t mind at all that I’m younger.  I had way more freedom than Mikki did when we were growing up.”


“Learn something new every day,” I had to say with a rueful chuckle.  “Wait, since you’re the heir, doesn’t that mean you’re in your sister’s shoes now?”

She laughed.  “Yeah, but most of the annoying stuff happens when we’re kids, so I got out of most of it,” she winked.  “I suppose I’d be expected to marry someone younger than me, but like I care about that.”


“Cool.  I meant to ask something.”


“What?”


“What video editing software do you use?  I was kicking around the idea of releasing some of my simsense recordings, but I don’t really know much at all about how that works.”


Her eyes lit up a bit.  “Well, you’re talking to a professional video editor,” she told me brightly.  “There are three programs you want, and I think you already have one of them.  You said you record your simsense, so that means you must have Simvara.”


“I do,” I nodded.


“The free or the paid version?”


“I have the paid version.  The free version didn’t have the features I wanted.”


“Good choice.  You have latest version?”


“Yeah, I keep it updated.”


“Good.  That’s the best simsense recording software on the market right now,” she said approvingly.  “You’ll need software to do video editing.  SimFeed has some basic editing tools, but they’re nowhere near enough to produce good viddies.  Most video editing software is designed to work with simsense, so you can pare out sensory feeds and control comm channels, like taking out guild chat and such.  For the editing software, you want to use VidMaster Premium.  It’s not free, it’s actually just on the edge of being expensive, but it’s worth it.  It’s easy to use, and it has tons of very good tools for editing simsense feeds to produce both fixed camera and free camera viddies.  VidMaster also handles version rendering and storage compression to make it compatible with video hosting Civnet sites.  The third piece of software you need is for the audio.  VidMaster has some audio editing tools, but they’re not good enough.  So you want Soundmax Pro.  Soundmax is an external program that plugs in to Vidmaster.  They’re two different programs, but Soundmax is designed to work with VidMaster, from inside VidMaster, so you don’t have to switch back and forth.  Not only does Soundmax let you edit and manage the audio in a viddy, it lets you add custom sound effects and background music tracks.  VidMaster won’t do that.  So, you need to buy VidMaster Premium and Soundmax Pro.  Both together will run you about a hundred and thirty credits or so.  They’re not cheap, but if you wanna do editing right, you pay for the best tools to do it.”

“Got it,” I said, making a note in my interface.  “Are they easy to use?”


“VidMaster is once you get the hang of it.  It’s got hundreds of features, so it might feel a little overwhelming at first.  But once you learn what it can do and how to access those tools, it’s very easy to use.  Soundmax incorporates itself into VidMaster when you install it, so you don’t have to learn that separately.  You’ll learn it as you learn VidMaster.”


“Okay.  Sounds like I’m gonna have a lot of work to do.”

She chuckled.  “I’m here if you need help,” she smiled.  “I know VidMaster better than I know my own mother.  I’d be happy to answer any questions you may have.”


“I’ll probably hold you to that,” I warned.


We chatted for nearly two hours about other things, just small things, while I finished setting up the house, then we moved to interface when I had to go back down to the shopping concourse and pick up some things I forgot, or didn’t think to get until I had the furniture in the house and realized I needed it.  She stayed on with me as I bought and downloaded the two programs, and she even helped me install them in my vidlink by using the camera pod to look over my shoulder as I installed the program modules.  Just as I was finishing, the helper unit drifted into the living room carrying a tray and set it down on the coffee table.  It held a tuna salad sandwich cut into halves and a bag of potato chips, with a container of strawberry oye juice.  “I didn’t tell it to do that,” I noted to Sano as she helped me configure the last bits of the software.

“If you turned on the daily calendar function, it’ll do that,” she told me.  “It realized you missed lunch, so it picked a random item off your preferred foods list and made it for you.”


“I’ll have to tweak that so it only cooks when I ask it to, I don’t eat what you’d call regular meals,” I chuckled.  “But I am a little hungry,” I added as I picked up one of the halves.  “Thank you,” I told the helper unit.


“You are welcome,” it answered in its machine voice, and drifted back towards the kitchen.


“That’s the one thing I wish I had for my apartment,” Sano laughed.  “I hate doing housework.”


“Are they expensive?”


“Fairly,” she nodded.  “The fact it came standard with your condo, and it has speech function on top of that, tells me just what kind of condo it is.  That means it’s a pretty high-end model helper unit.”


Almost immediately, I knew what I was getting to buy for Sano to thank her for all her help.  I had money, and the idea of using it to make a friend happy appealed to me greatly.

“Welp, afraid I gotta go, Kevin,” she said.  “I have a few errands to run, and I’m going to the shiziki game tonight, so I gotta get everything done.”


“Okay.  Have fun at the game.”


“I always do,” she smiled.


We said our goodbyes, and I felt a little…lonely after her hologram winked off.  Neither of us had been nearly as active in CO as we’d been during the Grand Crusade, mainly because I was dealing with this new normal in my life and Sano had a big project at work she was doing.  I think all of us Champions took a little break from CO after the Grand Crusade ended, just to relax and unwind a little bit after all that exertion and stress.  I  know I didn’t log on for nearly a full day after the final battle, it was really draining and I needed a little time to recover from it.


I hadn’t been lonely in the game since the Solo Challenge ended.  I back to my usual ways of adventuring by myself, but I talked to Sano, Rita, and Mrima a lot while I was out soloing.  Rita and Sano were back at raiding, and Mrima was still having tons of fun with her cubs and her new friends in faction territory.  They’d all joined a guild together, an all-Jagaara guild named the Claws of Shavalar.  They were all relatively new to the game, they were the Jagaara she’d been grouping with who decided to all come together and form a guild of their own, so they were all enjoying faction territory content together, raising their skills and gearing up in preparation for hitting neutral territory.


I’d told Mrima to find a good guild filled with friendly people and play the game together, that it would make the game much more fun for her, and she’d taken my advice.


But what was different for me was that the other Champions I’d met during the Crusade were keeping in touch with me.  I had Braggan, Meldo, and Alandra on my friends list now.  I’d come to genuinely like them in the short time we’d known each other.  I talked to them every once in a while, they talked to me, and a few times I’d met with this one or that one up on Citadel.  The Grand Crusade had opened me up a little bit to others, and I’d come to learn that there were more potential friends out there than just Sano and Rita.

And I certainly had enough to do for the rest of the weekend.  I was going to explore this new viddy software and try my hand at making my first ever viddy.  It wasn’t going to be anything special, really just a recording of the final battle at Freeport from my point of view, so I wouldn’t have to do any scenes or editing or anything.  It would more or less just be putting up my simsense feed, just formatted for me to put it on the Arena, and edited to remove things like Selvaron, to protect him from being harassed by loot-seeking dicks.  I figured it would be a good start, since it wouldn’t be that hard.  All I had to do was have the software only include A/V and set up the camera for floating, then edit out the parts that I didn’t want people to see, like me interacting with Selvaron.


The camera setting was very important.  You have to understand that when my software records my simsense, it does it from both my first person perspective and from a third person perspective.  It records everything around me in a panoramic format all the way out to line of sight, and when I play it back in third person mode, I can move the camera view around up to five meters away from me so I can see things from better angles, or look around the surrounding area to see things I didn’t notice when I recorded it.  When you release a simsense feed, you can set the camera to fixed, which meant the camera couldn’t be moved from its assigned position, or allow the viewer to move the camera around as they wish to watch the footage from whatever angle they please.


Virtually no one releases viddy from only first person, because you barely see anything, especially during combat.  You don’t see the movements of my arms and legs and body when I fight from my first person, you barely see my swords, because my attention is on my opponent and my eyes shift and move around quickly to take in any other possible threats as I fight.  The movement of my head and body also affect that point of view, so a first person viewpoint during combat is usually a bobbing, weaving, chaotic mess that barely lets you take in what’s really going on.  Really, it’s something of a surprise I can fight as well as I do when you look at what I see through my own eyes, that I can manage to function through that insanity.


I guess I’m just used to it.

Just about everyone releases simsense feeds with the third person camera being controlled by the viewer, so they can watch from whatever viewpoint or angle they please.  Viddies can be recorded with the same functionality, allowing the viewer to control the camera, or they can be set so the camera is fixed, which is used mostly in cinematic viddies.


So, my first foray into the world of viddy editing was me taking a piece of my simsense feed from the battle, cutting out the parts of it I didn’t want people to see, removing all sensory streams except A/V, setting which comm channels I wanted to include in the viddy, and adjusting the camera settings to give the viewer the ability to control it.  And it took me almost the entire rest of the day to do it.  I’m sure Sano could have done it in about fifteen minutes, but I was still learning how the software worked, and I was doing it more or less to learn the software by starting out with something relatively easy.

I climbed out of the merge pod where I did the work just after sunset, and I have to admit, I had fun with it.  I played with the viddy software way more than I did any real work with it, learning it by using it, and the end result was about 20 minutes of footage from my simsense feed that centered on the fight with the first raid boss, where I held it off to give the others time to organize.  I converted it into the format the Arena uses to host viddies and uploaded it to my account on The Arena, figuring that it may get all of one view, and that was Sano.


And that part of it made me consider an actual viddy viddy I could do, explaining how Touched by the Djinn and Gift of the Djinn worked.  Everyone on Methrian knew I had it, so I wasn’t giving anything away.  And since I had Touched by the Djinn, I figured I’d be pretty good at explaining how the flight worked and whatnot.  I thought it’d be fun to do something like that, and it would give me some experience doing some actual editing rather than just cutting out chunks of A/V from my feed, as well as doing voiceover or even an in-game intro like some viddy makers did.   And if I ran into any real problems, I could always ask Sano for some advice.


I could give it a try and see what happened.  It would be fun.


I expected my first ever viddy to have all of one view, since Sano was the only one that knew of my Arena channel.

I was in no way expecting what happened.


It started off slowly, so slowly I didn’t even notice.  I was involved that next week with skimmer class, and didn’t even look at the Arena for several days.  When I wasn’t at class, I was in CO exploring a large forest just south of the Icefang Mountains, which were the home of the orc tribes who had massed up and invaded last year.  It was a very dangerous place, meant for very high skill players that were well geared, and the thick forest canopy made it almost impossible to explore in Djinn form.  So I was on the ground, stalking through the woods as I did my usual thing, which was map the area, identify any NPC factions, and hunt for overworld boss monsters.


Saturday, when I didn’t have class and had time to attend to other matters, I started working on my first real viddy.  I felt kinda stupid looking at an icon in front of me that represented the camera (that’s a feature you can turn on and off in CO) as I introduced myself and explained what the viddy was about.  I then recorded myself demonstrating the abilities that humans gained from Gift of the Djinn and explaining how they worked, including recording visuals of my skill window so people could see the names and numbers.


I wanted to check to see if the Arena had a limit on how many viddies someone could post, so I checked the site and brought up my page, and I was almost stunned to see that my first viddy had over thirty thousand views!  The exact number was 31,136 views! I was completely at a loss…how did people know it was there?  How did they find it?  Sano was the only one that knew I had the account.  Did she tell people about it? 

And what was more shocking, when I brought up my account settings from my page to look up posting rules, I noticed that I had money in my account’s financial transaction window.  The site had deposited C30.202 into my Moridon Municipal Savings account!  That was the account I’d used when I set up my account.

I was completely confused, at least at first.  I realized after looking at things that I had turned advertising for my account on, or maybe it was on by default, which meant that the Arena was putting ads into my viddy.  And the advertisers were paying me for it.  That money was money that my viddy earned from the views.  For every view my viddy received that was long enough to display an ad, I was paid C.001 by the Arena.  That was C31.136 for 31,136 views, at least before taxes.  The Arena automatically deducted 3% for Earth’s Civnet Transaction Tax from that amount, which left me with left me with 30.202

30 credits.  In old Earth dollars, that was nearly $95.  I was paid C30 for a few hours of work that was more fun than work!


Holy shit!


Well then, I guess I’d be leaving advertising on from now on!


The mystery of how I got so many views was solved after a little investigation.  Someone had linked to the viddy on the CO Today forum, in a thread about the battle at Freeport, which revealed that I had a page on the Arena.  That led people to my viddy, but it also led them to my page, which now had nearly 2,000 people following it.  That really flattered me, that that many people had watched my viddy, and that so many were now following my page to see if I put up any more viddies.

That suddenly made my viddy seem not good enough to post.  Not if people were actually going to watch it…and I’d get paid for it.


Sano probably got a little mad at me on Sunday, because I called her several times asking for advice on how to properly edit the viddy, to fix some weird bug with the sound, which wasn’t properly syncing up to the video, to make it worth people seeing it.  I spent almost all day on it, including logging back in to record more footage.  She very nearly demanded to just send her the footage so she could do it, but I was determined to do it myself…well, mostly.

The finished product was much different from my first attempt.  I tried to make it professional, with changing scenes and alternating between a fixed camera for the parts where I was addressing the camera and a free camera when I was demonstrating the skills, and I also redid some of the speaking to the camera parts, trying to sound much more natural.  I sent the finished product to Sano for her to look over, and she was fairly impressed with my work…but she couldn’t resist suggesting several changes, and putting in some music, and making a proper intro and outro—she had to explain what those meant—and was about to try to “tweak” my video to her own standards when I cut her off.


I’m not a professional video editor.


I posted the finished product on my Arena page, and this time I posted a thread on the forums more or less announcing I’d started a viddy page and what I’d be putting on it, footage from my explorations and a few tutorials on what I know about the game.  I definitely felt a little self conscious about advertising my page.

I was again too busy with real life to worry about the page over the week, finishing the last week of my Class 3 license and finishing the exploration of the Misty Forest, which produced results.  I found a scion in a cave in the foothills, and I found an overworld boss monster.  And that overworld boss monster gave me the inspiration for a future video; I was going to record my attempt to kill that overworld boss monster and make a tutorial out of it, show people how I do it by actually doing it within the game.  I could explain my methodology before I started the attempt, then record the subsequent dozens of deaths as I learned how the boss behaved, come up with a strategy, acquire whatever consumables I needed to take it down, then do the deed.  It is more or less my niche in the game, and more than one person has asked me how I do it.

So, I was going to show everyone how I do it, and I’d do it by demonstrating my process on a boss monster I’ve never killed before.


Friday was a big day for me for a very different reason.  That afternoon, I took my Class Three practical exam, which was me flying a skimmer to an orbital station at Draconis and back down to Jacksonville with an examiner to prove that I both knew how to fly the skimmer (which I did thanks to that simulation software and tons of practice over the last month) and knew all the rules and procedures for space operations, including passing through a Stargate.

And I passed easily.


The course finished with a little graduation ceremony, where I was presented with a hard copy of my brand new Class 3 operator’s license, which would allow me to operate any hovercar, skimmer, or dropship under 50 benkonn—a measurement that was about 48 metric tons—both in the atmosphere and in space.  I now had the freedom to go anywhere in the Confederation I wanted to go, whenever I wanted to go there.  Well, at least I would when I bought my skimmer.

And that dominated my weekend.  I’d been searching for skimmers since I got the money, and I had three different models I was looking at.  One was a four passenger skimmer from a company named Thrynne, which was supposed to be the best skimmer company around, one was a six passenger skimmer from Thrynne, and the last was an six passenger skimmer sold by a company from the House of Karinne called KPM…what those letters stood for, I had no idea.  Those were the three skimmers that would fit in the skimmer parking in the garage downstairs that had all the features I wanted and were inside my price range.  I’d decided to buy a new skimmer rather than used to get access to the warranty, so now it was a matter of making a decision.


I spent the weekend making that decision.  I arranged test flights of all three and inspected them carefully, because I knew I wouldn’t be buying another one until I paid off the first one, so I wanted something I would still enjoy owning in ten years.  That meant it had to be durable, dependable, and I had to feel very comfortable in the cockpit.  I weighed each of the skimmers carefully, but after the test flights, I’d made my decision.


I decided on the six passenger Thrynne AVS-1170-D.  The skimmer had full merge capability, including the ability to be piloted by remote, but also had manual controls for those who liked to fly the skimmer by hand.  The skimmer had plenty of cargo room on top of being a six seater, with the back four seats able to be folded down into the floor of the cabin to turn the back into a full cargo area.  It also had two beds in it that folded out from the side panel, which you could put out after folding down the back seats.  It even had a refrigerator in the cabin and a lavatory in the back, which would let me pack everything I’d need for a two week vacation into the skimmer and all but live out of it if I wanted.


The Thrynne was the only six seat skimmer I looked at that had a lavatory, I’d learned during my research.  That meant that this skimmer was meant to be used for long distance trips, it wasn’t just a glorified car.  It was more like a small RV.  And that made it perfect for me.

Outside of the versatility of the skimmer, I liked its design.  It was sleek and elegant, it looked very stylish, and I really liked the cockpit, it was roomy enough for it to feel spacious and I liked how the instrument panels were laid out.  It would be really easy to get into and out of, unlike the four passenger Thrynne and the KPM skimmer, both of those had you squeezing around a center console.  The AVS-1170 would fit in the parking spaces under the building if I combined the two spaces I owned, but only just barely.  It was a six passenger skimmer but was built on an eight passenger frame to give it extra space inside, and the spaces down in the garage were only large enough to accommodate a four passenger skimmer.  By combining my two spaces and parking the skimmer across them, I could get a larger skimmer and not have to pay extra to rent another parking space.

By Sunday afternoon, I was signing my name to the contract.  The exact skimmer I wanted would be delivered in three days, I ordered some extras that weren’t in the models at the dealership, which worked out since it would take a few days for the bank to arrange the financing.  I’d be able to pick up my new skimmer on Wednesday.


And my first planned use of it was to fly down to Sao Paulo on Saturday and take Sano to dinner somewhere…I just had to work up the nerve to ask her.

I didn’t really get back to CO until Monday, and that was even more of a shock.  I now had 5,109 followers on my page!  My new viddy explaining Gift of the Djinn had 47,384 views!  And my first viddy now had 41,048 views!   And they’d paid me C428.895 for the ads in both viddies!


Holy shit!  C428 was serious money!  That was over half of my mortgage payment!  If I could make one viddy a week that got the same amount of views as the first two, I could pay my mortgage off the revenue from the viddies and have more money from my monthly dividend income for other things!

I…I could make a living doing this!  A good living!

In that moment, I understood.  I understood not just why, but how some people played CO professionally.  I’d never considered that you could make that much money off of just making viddies and posting them on a site.  I thought the pro CO players were living in rented rooms and were just barely squeaking by, but no way was that the case.  Some of those guys got millions of views on their viddies, and that translated to thousands of credits in revenue for them.  I’d bet that the most popular CO streamers and viddy makers lived in luxury in condos or houses way bigger than mine.  I’d bet those guys made tens of thousands of credits a year.  I’d bet that some of them were rich by now, after nearly three years.

I was honestly dazed.  I sat in the merge pod for a while just looking at the number, which was being projected as a hologram on the wall in front of me.  I didn’t really need the money, I had my dividends and my stipend, but if I made viddies, I’d be able to put money back, be able to do most anything I wanted.  My dividends were set up so I could live a lower middle class lifestyle for the rest of my life…well, if I could make money doing this, I could enjoy a more upscale lifestyle.  I could stop living like life didn’t matter and do something with my life.  I could do all those things I dreamed about doing before I was sent to the farm and had any desire to live my life crushed out of me.

It hit me so hard that I literally started crying.  I was free.  I would never be free of the memories or the fear or the trauma, but I was free to live my life however I wished, from this moment on.  The Trillanes and the farm had destroyed my life, but now, finally, after fourteen years since I was freed from that hell, I could build a new life and start living again.  I could live the life I wanted, not just drift from day to day in something more of an existence than a life.  I could do whatever I wanted.  I could be whatever I wanted.


And I understood how Rita had changed since she got the money.  She was leaving her old life behind entirely—well, outside of still playing CO, she enjoyed playing the game far too much to quit—and was starting an entirely new life in another country, trying to find a new life for herself that would make her happy.  And while I wasn’t leaving Jacksonville, I was doing essentially the same thing.

And what did I want?  I wanted to play CO, continue to train using my swords in the real world so I felt that I would be able to protect myself if I was ever mugged again, and since I’d had so much fun making those viddies, I wanted to keep doing it.  Maybe even start live streaming my game sessions so people could see what it was like to play Xen along with me, though I’d have to be careful not to reveal too many of my deepest secrets.  And when not playing CO or exercising, I’d try out some hobbies and activities, and definitely do some traveling using my new skimmer.


I’d learn more about the Shio so I could understand Sano’s people better.  Maybe even learn to speak their language.  And I would definitely be seeing Sano if I could help it, both in the game and outside of it.  I wanted our friendship to be more than just over Civnet, and now, thanks to Jason Karinne and this new revenue stream from making viddies, I could afford to fly down to Sao Paulo more or less any time Sano told me I could come down and see her.


But there was one thing I was definitely going to do, and I did it so fast that I didn’t even think about what I’d done until I did it.  I went onto the Confederation Network, found out when Sano’s favorite shiziki team was having a game on her day off, and I bought two tickets for it.  I was going to take her to a shiziki game on Shio Prime because she loved shiziki and I wanted to do something for her that would make her happy.  And if she didn’t want to go with me, then I’d lend her my skimmer and let her go with whoever she wanted.


But I’d better make sure she didn’t make plans for that day.


She was at work, but I knew she had her interface on, so I queried her to see if she was available to talk.  [What’s up, Kevin?] she answered.


[I’ll get my skimmer on Wednesday, and I was wondering if you would like to go do something on Saturday,] I started, all but rushing to get it out before I got nervous.  [How’d you like to go to a shiziki game with me?]


[I’d love to!] she answered, which made my heart both leap and lurch.  [But the Lancers aren’t playing on Saturday.]


[No, but the Briari are.]

There was a startled silence.  [Are you serious?  We’d have to go to Shio Prime!]


[I can go through Stargates in my skimmer,] I told her, [and I don’t have to get a visa or anything to visit the Federation.  Terrans are allowed to visit the Federation without having to do any paperwork or anything, and since you’re Shio, I think you don’t need any special permission either.]



[Nope, I’m still a Federation citizen,] she replied.

[So, how about we go to Shio Prime and watch the game?] I asked formally.


[I would love to, Kevin,] she replied immediately.  [I’ll get us the tickets—]


[I kinda already bought them,] I admitted, feeling a bit sheepish.


What I got back wasn’t laughter, it was a sense of amusement.  Since you can’t “laugh” communicating mentally through a jack, you instead convey the emotion, at least if you have a simsense-capable interface.  I don’t—but I will soon, getting a top of the line interface was now on my shopping list—so what I got instead was almost like a caption or subtitle that told me Sano was amused.  [You bought the tickets before asking me?  My, someone is confident,] she teased.


[I was thinking about it and wanted to make sure I had the tickets before I asked,] I blurted, feeling a little scattered and foolish.  [I woulda felt rotten if I asked you and we found out we couldn’t get tickets.]


[Good excuse,] she replied playfully.  [We can go to my favorite restaurant in Vankiri after the game.  I’ve been dying for their pan seared jobri ever since coming back from seeing my parents.]


[I’m up for it.  I like Shio food.]


[You’d better,] she teased.  [Afraid I have to go, Kevin, you’re distracting me from work.]


[Sorry.  Call you after work so we can organize it?]


[Sure thing.  Talk to you then.]

She disconnected, and I felt both elated and terrified.  I hadn’t been on anything even approaching a date since before I was put on the farm.  But I was looking forward to seeing her again, so looking forward to it that I just asked her out on a date.


We’d be going to her home planet, and I realized I had absolutely no idea what it was like there, or what her people were like.  She’d lived here so long that she acted more like a human than anything, but I knew that couldn’t be the case on her home planet.  The Shio had their own culture that went back thousands and thousands of years, and I didn’t know a single thing about it.  The only thing I really knew about the Shio was that there were a lot of them living here on Earth, their planet was hotter than Earth was, and they had a big thing about food.  I didn’t know anything else.


Well, tomorrow I was going to start changing that.  The first thing I was going to do was go buy a high end interface and buy one of those translation modules, like the one Mrima’s cubs bought for her.  It would let my interface translate both spoken and written Shio in real time, as well as about 2,000 other languages, and that would let me function on Shio Prime when we went to the game.  It would even translate into Shio for me, a simulated voice coming from the speaker on my interface that would translate my thoughts into Shio for someone that didn’t speak Faey.  And after I did that, I was going to do a little reading up on the Shio.  I wanted to know more about them, their society, their history, their culture.  I wanted to know more about Sano by understanding where she came from and how that shaped her life.


Hell, I might even go so far as to have the Shio language telepathically inserted into my memory.  You can do that on Earth, there are telepaths that make a living doing things like that.  The trick for me would be finding a telepath that wasn’t Faey.  There was no way in hell I would let a Faey telepath into my mind, not after what they did to me.  Not after what they made me do.


Never again.


So far, the day was panning out.


Crouching down on a towering spruce-like tree in the Misty Forest, I was watching a gigantic bipedal humanoid-like creature named Korriax the Hunter.  He was an overworld boss monster, and I’d managed to learn so far this game session that he belonged to no NPC faction, so I could kill him.  I’d been observing him for about half an hour, seeing if I could learn anything about him, but hadn’t had much luck.  Overworld boss monsters could have complex AI depending on their species, if they were from a smart species they acted that way, but this guy seemed dumb as a box of rocks…that, or he wasn’t invested in much of a dynamic AI.  He’d just stood outside his cave the entire time I watched him, as if he were guarding it.


This wasn’t going to be easy.  The Misty Woods were a high skill adventuring area, meaning that big and ugly down there was going to have some extremely high attack and defense skills.  That meant he’d hit like a Mack truck and be hard to damage in return.  On top of the high base damage he could do, most likely he’d have a wider array of both offensive and defensive abilities compared to boss monsters in lower skill areas, which made him much more dangerous.  Part of the methodology of killing bosses was learning what those skills were so I could identify and counter them, and that would require me to go down there and attack him so I could see him in action.  I would die doing it, run back and get my stuff, and do it again, and again, and again, however many times it took for me to see everything he could do.

I’d been in the game for about two hours after getting the real world stuff done.  A brand new interface was sitting on the end table outside the merge pod waiting for me, which I’d bought that morning.  It was the best model available right now, a Dynamix 120DX interface with an insane 75 gigastrings of memory (which was monstrous for something as small as an interface) and a micro MB-1600 processor.  That was more powerful than the processor in the vidlink I’d had in my old efficiency apartment.  I could theoretically run CO from my interface, if not for the fact that I don’t think its onboard simsense processors could handle CO’s simsense stream.  The interface was theoretically third gen compatible, but I’d heard that most compatible devices had issues with even rudimentary third gen simsense without a rig.  Usually when they said “compatible” they meant that you could run your simsense stream from your rig through them, that you could jack into the rig through your interface.  That beast of an interface was loaded with the translation module Mrima had in her interface, which would let me talk to virtually anyone that came to Earth.  It had 6,120 languages loaded into it, with 297 of them being languages from Earth and the rest being languages used by aliens that came to visit.  With it, I could go almost anywhere both on Earth and in the Confederation and be able to communicate with people, which would make it much easier to travel.  I’d also gotten in my exercise for the day, spending my usual two hours in the gym up on the 78th floor, which had an awesome view of the ocean.  This building has two gyms, one down in the first sublevel, just above the parking garage, and one on the 78th floor, just below the penthouse units.  I don’t really like the gym down on the sublevel because it feels kinda like a dungeon, no windows at all, so I was using the one up there.  I was allowed to because I lived above the 50th floor, it was restricted only to those who lived in the “luxury” condos on the 51st floor and above.

Get this; the elevators in the building were coded so people who lived on the lower floors couldn’t go above the 51st floor unless someone living on those floors allowed it, something I didn’t know when I bought the condo.  Talk about snobby.


There was an entire shopping concourse up there, believe it or not.  It was much smaller than the main concourse on the ground floor, ten different shops that primarily sold food, sundries, and convenience items, along with three restaurants that would deliver, just like room service.  The prices up there were higher than the ground floor, but you were paying for the convenience on top of it being a “luxury” shopping concourse.


Seriously, they sold both general staples like milk and rich people food up there like caviar, wine, and cheese with names I can’t pronounce, stuff I’ve never heard of and would probably never want to eat.


I’m just glad my neighbors don’t seem stuck up, and reflected the cosmopolitan aspect that Earth had become over the last few years.  I’d met both of them over the two weeks I’d lived in the building, and thank God neither of them were Faey.  My neighbor to the south of me was a Keelo, who were a very tall, slim, very handsome human-like race, but the neighbors to the north were Verutans, who are a race of bipedal cat-like people with green fur with black stripes.  They’re very tall, so they’re nothing like Mrima, and they’re pretty friendly.  My neighbors were a mated pair that had moved here about two weeks ago from the Verutan Empire, so they were settling in here in the building as well.  The male, Envarr, worked for their government in their version of the State Department and was here to pull a two year duty rotation in the Verutan consulate here in Jacksonville, which had been opened up just a few weeks ago.  The female, Straremai (man is that hard to pronounce), was an honest to God naval engineer, was an officer in the Verutan Navy, and was going to be working in their big cargo station beside the Stargate that went to their empire doing whatever it was engineers did in a space station.  She’d be commuting up there from Jacksonville every day.  They’d had the option to live in the consulate compound, but they decided to buy the condo instead because they said consulate apartments were notoriously cramped.  The government didn’t help them with their mortgage or anything, but from the way they were dressed, I don’t think they have any problem with money.  I guess the two of them have a combined income that makes them more than able to afford living on this floor.


The Keelo living to the south of me was much more of a mystery.  Near as I can tell, just one person lives over there, a tall, regal-looking older gentleman that always looked like he was going to or coming from the beach.  He looked too young to be retired, but he seemed to always be home…and I guess I shouldn’t judge because I don’t have a job either.  He’d said hello the three times we’d crossed paths in the hallway, but he hadn’t talked to me the way the Verutans did.  He wasn’t aloof of snobby or distant, I guess he just wasn’t the talkative type.

I can respect that.


“This is the boring part of being a boss monster hunter,” I noted into a special non-verbal channel I’d set up just for the viddy I was going to make of this.  That way I could narrate in real time in a way that wasn’t audible, and I could just include that channel in the viddy when I did the editing.  “It’s not about just running up to it and attacking it.  You have to learn as much about it as you can before you start the process of learning what it can do.  That can cut down on the number of times you die learning its abilities, which means a smaller repair bill.”

I ghosted to another branch when the monster started to move, using my new flight power to stay in human form.  I watched as it went down the hill from the cave entrance, then knelt by a stream and filled a waterskin, took a long drink, filled it again, then went back to his seeming guard post, protecting the cave entrance.  Okay, so this was a monster with a very simple AI, I supposed.  I watched for another ten minutes, and just as I was about to leave, so I could log out for a little bit to get something to eat and use the bathroom, I heard something coming.  That made the giant take up his club in both hands.  “They’re coming!” he shouted, speaking a dialect of Giant, which I knew enough to make out his words.

Who was he talking to?  I shifted to another tree and muttered the words of power to Night Vision under my breath, and when it took effect, I could see into the darkness of the cave behind him.  I was a bit surprised to see a female Giant and two child Giants.


“Welp, this hunt just ended,” I noted to the comment channel.  “Call me soft-hearted, but I don’t kill children in this game, or the parents of children.  That makes this overworld boss monster off limits, because I know for a fact he has a family.  And it might mean he’s on an NPC faction as well,” I added.  “I haven’t found any factions out here yet, but that doesn’t mean they’re not here.  I don’t kill members of an NPC faction, because I always try to raise my standing with those factions whenever I find them to see if they have any really good quests.”


I heard rustling in the trees behind me, and I turned to see a pack of giant wolves, known as Worgs in the game, charging out of the mist right at the cave entrance.  The giant put himself squarely in front of the cave entrance, ready to fight, and I had the inspiration to put a hand in, to see if he was an NPC faction or not by helping him.  I vaulted off the branch and crashed into the lead wolf with both swords leading, stabbing it just behind the skull, which made it yelp and collapse even in mid-stride.  I’d dealt enough damage to kill it outright, which was a bit surprising given these monsters were high skill.  I rolled through when I was pitched off its back and slashed at the leg of another Worg even as I dodged its snapping jaws, making it crash to the ground and start sliding.  The Worgs that got past me attacked the Giant, and I rushed up behind the pack and attacked from the back.

It was a bit of a chaotic scrum.  I was avoiding gnashing teeth and the Giant’s club as he swung wildly, with no regard for me being there, harrying the Worgs and keeping them distracted as the Giant laid into them.  The Worgs kept attacking almost mindlessly as the Giant thrashed at them, the sounds of yelping Worgs and the club smashing into the ground filling my ears, which I found a little odd.  The Giant was clearly very bad at fighting, he had no form and no skill, just bashing and smashing.  Just in the fleet glimpses I got of him as I fought the Worgs, I realized I could have taken him without much trouble, not if fought me like he was fighting the Worgs.  But, where the Giant lacked skill, he made up for it with sheer power. Every swing that managed to connect with a Worg killed it, and in a matter of moments, the Worgs had lost more than half their number.  At that point, they turned tail and ran back the way they came, leaving me standing almost within club range of the Giant as his shoulders heaved from his panting, looking down at me with both fear and suspicion.

“I’m not here to fight,” I told him, speaking Giant, sheathing my swords deliberately.

“Who are you?  Why are you here?” he demanded.


“I’m an explorer from the city of Freeport, exploring this forest,” I replied.  “I’ve been watching you for most of the morning,” I admitted.  “I was trying to figure out who you were and why you were here.”


He narrowed his small eyes—comparatively for his face—and raised his club a little bit.  “Why help us?”


“Because it looked like you needed it,” I answered calmly.  “Have those Worgs been attacking you repeatedly?”


“They’re being sent,” another voice called from the cave.  The female came out, and I realized almost immediately that the giant standing guard wasn’t the father, he was a son.  He was the oldest son of this female Giant, who was over a head taller than he was.  “By Falgbord.”


“Excuse my ignorance, madam, but I’m new to this forest.  Who is Falgbord?”


“He leads our tribe, the Mist Giants,” she said spitefully.  “He took the chieftanship from my husband using deceit and trickery, poisoning my husband the night before challenging him for his position.  Tribe law required him to face the challenge despite being poisoned, and he was killed.  I know of his treachery and I can prove it, so he’s trying to kill me and my children to protect his position.”


“The tribe detests Falgbord,” Korriax said heatedly.  “If we can prove he poisoned my father the night before he challenged him, he’d be killed by the tribe and we could return.”


“You helped us against the Worgs Falgbord sent to kill us, which means you have a kind heart, little one.  I know it is much to ask, but we are desperate,” the mother said.  “Would you help us against Falgbord, to save my children and allow us to return to our tribe?”


Much to my delight, a quest popped up in my quest log!  It read Parting the Mists, and it rewarded rep with the Mist Giants!  I’d found a new NPC faction!


But it was odd. Why was Korriax flagged as an overworld boss monster when he was clearly not powerful enough to pose a challenge to a group?  It was the first time I’d ever seen anything like that before.


And maybe that was the point.  99% of players would see the boss flag on him and attack him almost immediately, going after the loot he drops.  But it seemed that if you don’t attack him, if you talk to him instead, you gain access to his NPC faction.  That was quite the clever little trap for players.


“I will help you,” I told her, which caused the quest to be accepted.  I reached for the scrolltube on my belt and pulled out the map I was making of the forest and approached them.  “Can you show me where your village is on this map?  I apologize for it being so small for you.”

I was quite delighted about this turn of events.  I may not be killing a new overworld boss monster, but as far as I was concerned, this was better.  Quests you get from NPC reps you have to find and raise are usually very, very good, and they give great rewards like powerful gear or extremely useful or interesting toys or trinkets.  My Spider’s Fang is a great example of the kind of quest rewards you can get from finishing a quest chain given by an NPC faction you raise.  Besides, the Mist Giants could tell me all kinds of things about the forest that I didn’t know once I had enough rep that they would talk to me, which would allow me to explore it both thoroughly and safely.

And this would be a good viddy to make about how to go about locating and raising rep with NPC factions, as well as ramming home the point that you don’t kill everything that moves in this game, else you can miss out on some pretty cool stuff.
