
The pandemic had brought a tremendous amount of change to Earth, and it both had and had not changed my life.

It had been three weeks since I expressed, and for me, life was starting to return to normal, and pretty darn close to the normal that was normal before all this happened.  Me becoming a telepath hadn’t changed my life all that much, mainly because I had little to no reason to use that power outside of practicing with Rahne.  None of my friends lived in Jacksonville, and I didn’t feel comfortable using telepathy or commune with strangers.  I did use it a little bit, to talk to Envarr, Straremai, and Sarko Ven every once in a while, but I didn’t start chatting it up with the couple of thousand neighbors in my building.


My training had been moving right along at a clip that impressed Rahne.  I’d learned everything she felt I needed to know to control my power, and now she was just teaching me cool stuff that she thought I might find useful, like sending to a specific place rather than a person and using my telepathy like a radar, a technique that powerful telepaths used to sense minds around them.  I’d learned a bunch of cool tricks like that, and had also learned how to apply them to communion.  Rahne said that I was pretty good at telepathy for a newbie, and she suspected that it was because I’d had a jack for so long. A lot of the concepts that you deal with in telepathy I learned when I got my jack, and she even went so far as to say that she was having that living computer look into the phenomenon to see if new Generations that had had jacks for a while learned telepathic skills more easily than unjacked Generations.

The one thing I’d learned about telepathy was that it went way, way faster than about anything I’d ever done except for CO.  Rahne explained that the speed of what she called the mindscape was the speed of thought, unconstrained by the physical body, and that meant that time there worked much differently.  Rahne said that newly expressed telepaths had to adjust to the change of time between the physical and the telepathic, but I didn’t have that much trouble with it.  That was because to me, the speed of telepathy was just like playing CO.  I guess the effect the third gen rig had on me translated well into telepathy, because my brain already worked at “mindscape speed.”  Using telepathy was almost the same speed as playing CO, of reacting while in a fight, of thinking on my feet to come up with a strategy.  CO taught me how to react fast and think fast, and that prepared me well for telepathic applications.


That explained one thing to me…why most Faey were such great fighters, both in games and in the real world.  The fact that the entire race was telepathic meant that they thought fast as a species, and that allowed them to react rationally much faster to changing conditions on a battlefield.  They were already conditioned to operate at the speed of the mindscape, and that translated into the real world as being able to think very fast and come up with new approaches to problems in a chaotic situation.  By the time a human had identified a problem and started considering how to counter it, the Faey had already come up with at least one possible solution.


But the one thing I’d been focusing on, and was getting quite good at, was splitting.  I saw some real use for it in CO by using it within the game, because the game didn’t restrict your ability to perform multiple tasks so long as you stayed within the game engine’s rules.  You could split within the game, and it had some definite value.  While you could only have two active skills operating at any one time, there was no real limit to the number of passive skills you could employ, skills that only required mental concentration, like Listening, Detect Secret Doors, and similar skills.  The limit before was your ability to concentrate on them, but now that I could split, I could devote a split to a passive skill and keep it up almost constantly.  It was like the game engine was originally made to take that unique ability of the Generations into account, and that core part of the game was now available to the rest of us.

I had managed to work myself up to being able to manage 17 splits simultaneously, and I didn’t think I’d reached my limit.  Granted, when I split that much I couldn’t do much of anything but think or use it when merged to Civnet, but I could do it.  And I felt I could split even more, I just needed more practice.

There was a way that splitting was restricted in CO, and that was moving your avatar body within the game counted as your dominant split, and you couldn’t control another body at the same time unless you were really, really, really good at splitting.

Another way my life hadn’t really changed was that I was still working my chosen profession, and that was playing CO.  I went back to playing after Rahne said I could do so safely, and was back to making both streaming and making viddies.  My in-game focus was now completely on Djinn Form.  I was bound and determined to raise it to 2,000, and through a combination of skilling it up and blowing nearly a month’s worth of profits from both my shops on 55 points worth of skill crystals, I now had it to 1,983, which was almost agonizingly close.  I was now just one 20 point skill crystal away, which had turned me into a complete merchant baron.  I spent hours every day scouring every stall and shop looking for someone selling skill crystals, much as Rita had done to get Flames of Methrian to 2,000. I’d stopped exploration and other activities to focus completely on my goal, something that all my in-game friends could completely understand.

But my life had been changed by the virus and its impact, and the biggest of those was Kishu.  The little cat-like animal had moved into my apartment and effectively taken over my life, and I felt both bemused by it and bewildered over how I had lost control over my own apartment.  My schedule now revolved around the little tabi’s wants, needs, and whims, from having her breakfast in her bowl at precisely 8:00 every morning to only being allowed to log in and play when she didn’t want my attention.  She was a total lap cat, she wanted to be as close to me as she could as much as possible, always wanting to sit on my lap or lay beside me or even perch on my shoulder…which wasn’t exactly pleasant because of her very sharp little claws.  She didn’t like to be left alone in the house, so I ended up taking her with me when I went to visit Sano, Rita, or Mrima, and she always got sulky when I left her in the apartment to go shopping in stores where she wasn’t allowed, or went on dates with Sano when we went places she wasn’t allowed to go.  Me being in the merge pod didn’t dissuade her, either, since she found it to be an excellent opportunity to get in some quality napping when I wasn’t going to move her bed out from under her for a while.  When I was done with CO, she was always sitting or laying on my lap in the merge pod, either sleeping or waiting patiently for me.  I can’t complain too much, because Kishu gave me the one thing I wanted from her, and that was companionship.  I didn’t feel alone in the house anymore, and Kishu was playful, a tiny bit mischievous, youthfully rambunctious, and above all, she was very alert to my emotional states.  That wasn’t a surprise given she was an empathic animal, but I hadn’t considered just how lovable it made her because she wasn’t just reactive to my emotions, she was proactive.  When she sensed I was lonely or sad or depressed, she was there to cheer me up.  When I needed attention, she gave me attention, but when I needed to be alone, she gave me my space.  But she was proactive in that she could sense when my mood began to change, which way it was going, and she headed off any slips into loneliness or sadness or depression by giving me something positive to focus on.  It was almost amazing how she always seemed to know exactly what to do to make me feel better, and it made me so, so glad I’d agreed to bring her into my life.

Kishu may be a guard animal to most, but to me, she was incredible therapy.


I’d solved the problem of her not liking being left alone in the house.  I figured that what she needed was a companion of her own.  So, a week ago, we went out and looked at other animals, and we eventually came home with a rather exotic animal called a sandracer, which was native to the desert planet that was the home planet of the Kizziks in the Imperium.  The closest animal to it on Earth I’d seen was a fennec fox.  It was a very small dog-like animal with a narrow muzzle and black eyes, a lean build and long legs for its size, but didn’t have a fennec fox’s big ears.  It had a tan coat that had a black stripe running from the base of its neck, down its spine, all the way to the tip of its tail, black tips on its ears, and a white tummy.  The just-weaned pup we got was smaller than Kishu, and would grow to a little smaller than an average housecat, so he’d be about her size when both of them were fully grown.  Sandracers were domesticated pets that were known to be affectionate, fiercely loyal, got along very well with other animals, and were easy to train.  They were also very good “inside” pets, perfectly comfortable living their entire lives indoors.  They used a litter box just like a cat or tabi did—though I had to have a separate one for Kishu because sandracers wouldn’t use a litter box used by another animal—and they didn’t have any destructive habits like chewing or clawing or digging, so they were quite easy on the furniture or any carpet the owner might have.  The only problem owners had with them was that they were lifetime pets.  When a sandracer pup bonded to an owner, it was very hard for it to accept a new owner, not without a lot of work on the part of both the old owner and the new one to transition the sandracer over to its new home.  So if someone got a sandracer, they had to be prepared to keep it for its entire life…and they lived to be 30 years old on the average

I didn’t see that as a problem.


That’s how much that damn tabi took over my life…I went out and got my pet a pet of her own just so she wouldn’t be lonely when I wasn’t in the house.


I named the sandracer Zuzu, which was a contraction of his full proper name, Zoom Zoom, since he was a hyper little thing that did what sandracers were born to do, run very fast as much as possible.  Once he got used to the house, he’d run through it at full tilt quite a bit, and he was easily excited and got spazzy when he was keyed up.  But that was normal behavior for sandracers, I’d learned.  They were hyper, energetic, and a little high strung.  He was a good companion for Kishu, giving her someone to play with, someone to cuddle with, and someone to keep her company in those rare times I wasn’t in the house and she couldn’t go with me.


So, not only did I have a new tabi in my life, I now also had a new sandracer, but I couldn’t complain that much.  I honestly didn’t expect to enjoy having them in the house as much as I did, they really made me feel like my apartment was now a home.


I was enjoying the new normal, Kishu sitting in my lap as I watched the news for any new information about what was going on and Zuzu playing with a toy I’d bought for him as I rested after my daily workout, yipping excitedly as he chased a tiny ball around the living room.  The ball wasn’t cheap, it was a pet toy called a chaser ball, it was a sturdy synth-rubber ball with a small grav pod in it that made the ball roll randomly around the room at a pretty fair clip, which gave both Kishu and Zuzu a good workout.  The toy even had a tiny processor in it that made it adjust its speed so different animals could play with it without it being too hard or too easy to catch, which kept them engaged.  I was waiting for Rahne to arrive for our daily lesson, and I was ready for her because I’d already done my three hours in the gym.  Unfortunately, my omi lessons hadn’t started back up yet, but they would next week.  That represented both how my life was getting back to normal and how the world outside of my house hadn’t fully adjusted to the new normal quite yet.

There was a new normal, and it wasn’t nearly as telepathic as I expected it to be.  The Medical Service had sent down a series of suggestions on how to use our new telepathy, and a couple of them had quickly taken hold.  The first was for people to be quiet and reserved when it came to sending or commune, to prevent all of us new telepaths from getting overwhelmed by the sheer amount of chatter going on that we couldn’t easily ignore.  They wanted us to practice, certainly, but they didn’t want the “telepathic airwaves” to be saturated with sending, because it might confuse us newbie telepaths.  They wanted us to keep our telepathy restrained for now, both in how often and how “loudly” we used it.  We were supposed to only use it for practice or for sending to people very close to us, like in the same room, where our conversation could be constrained in a local space and not be overheard by people four buildings away.  The second was using a social convention that would help us adjust and would also allow kids to not have any problems.  Simply put, we were supposed to talk to strangers, send to our neighbors, and commune with our friends and family.  Because kids couldn’t hear sending or commune, and they needed to hear speech to develop language skills, they wanted us to talk around kids, talk in open, public spaces, and talk to people we didn’t know.  We’d use sending to talk with neighbors and passing friends, where using sending was more convenient than calling someone’s interface that was very close to us physically.  And they wanted us to practice commune primarily with close friends and family members, at least for now, so we got practice with both standard telepathy and communion.

Things had certainly changed both on Earth and in the Confederation over the last three weeks.  The entire galaxy had convened a summit about the pandemic, and they passed a bunch of new rules governing how the galaxy as a whole was going to deal with it.  It affected me because, as a Generation, it now meant I wasn’t allowed to visit some empires in the galaxy.  I could visit them using a bionoid, but not in person, to minimize the risk that I spread the virus into empires that didn’t want to be changed.  On Earth, what Rahne was talking about had taken hold, that thing where Generations saw each other as family.  The entire planet seemed unified at the moment, humans and residents and visitors caught on the planet when the pandemic hit all being so nice to each other.  And I could see why.  When I looked at a Generation, I felt a connection to them, like they really were my cousin, and that made me, and the rest of us, want to treat them as more than a stranger.  The virus had created comity on the planet, a feeling that we were all in this together, that we were a single people even if we weren’t all the same species.  Crime had dropped dramatically on the planet, particularly violent crimes, as the virus filled something of a hole in the human psyche that allowed us to be cruel to those we didn’t see as “one of us.”  Now everyone was “one of us,” and it had incited a feeling of true kinship across the entire planet.  People on the street greeted complete strangers, everyone had time to stop and chat a moment, and there were so many smiles, so much laughter out in the shops and parks.

I’d worried about what the pandemic might do to the planet.  I was honestly shocked and surprised at the effect that it had, because it was something I never expected.  And I liked to see it.


The planet was changing a little politically, too.  The big galactic summit had made them agree that the Academy here on Terra was the official school of higher learning for every empire in the galaxy, and the planet had started construction on massive expansions all over Earth and even on the moon to prepare for a huge influx of new students.  Earth had been declared a neutral planet by the entire galaxy, which meant that Earth would never be attacked by anyone again—at least from in our galaxy—and was the host of the Academy and a neutral site that any empire could use for talks with other empires.  But, since Earth was a Generation planet, it meant that empires and people that weren’t Generations or didn’t want to be had to take special precautions.  From what I saw on the news, the new Academy campus up on the moon would be strictly for non-Generations, that no Generations would be allowed on the moon, and that would allow people from empires that didn’t want to be Generations to still be able to come here to get an education.  And that construction was freakin’ huge.  You could see it from Earth without a telescope, a massive construction project where they were raising a transparent titanium dome over a flat area that that was going to be the campus.  The dome was the size of island of Ireland, and I could see the foundation of it from my balcony.  They were building a campus up there just as big as the one in Norfolk, maybe even bigger, with tons of room around it to expand as needed and keep it all inside the dome.  And the speed they were doing it, it was almost mind-boggling.  They’d just started the project like a week ago, and it was already visible from the Earth.

And they weren’t done with it.  Yesterday, the news said that they were going to terraform the moon to make it life-sustaining, and once that was done, they were going to build even more Academy campus facilities and turn the entire moon into one giant Academy institution.

The moon wasn’t the first place that had been terraformed here in the solar system.  They were terraforming both Venus and Mars, and if I remember right, you could go to Mars right now and survive on the surface.  The air was very thin and it was damn cold, but you could do it.  They only had a couple more years to go to make Mars more like Earth, where the air was oxygenated, thick, and the planet was warm.  They were about halfway done with the terraforming effort on Venus, but it was still lethal there due to all the acid in the atmosphere and the fact that it was hot enough on the surface to boil water.  But that was a big improvement over before they started, when it was hot enough to melt lead.

There was a lot more going on out there in the galaxy.  From what the news said, they were going to allow anyone that wanted to be a Generation to get access to the virus, and it was all because they didn’t want the virus to turn into a deadly plague.  It turned out that Generations were immune to the virus, so the only real way to protect against it was to be infected by it, kinda like how you were immune to chicken pox once you had it.  More than half of the empires in the galaxy were already making plans to transition their populations to become Generations, which meant that the number of planets I’d be allowed to visit would rise over the next few years.


I could see why they were doing it.  Any empire that wasn’t Generation would be a major disadvantage against the ones that were, because of telepathy.  The Faey were a major force in the galaxy because their entire species was telepathic, and any empire that had dealt with the Faey over the last five thousand years was in on becoming Generations, to gain that power for themselves.  Besides, as one of those people who were now telepaths because of the virus, I could say that I far preferred being a telepath over not being one, despite the fact that I don’t really use it outside of training with Rahne.  Even if I didn’t really use the skills that Rahne was teaching me, I really enjoyed the lessons, I really liked being able to do the things I could do now.  Being a telepath, learning more about it, made me feel empowered, protected, safe, and I liked that feeling.  And if Rahne wasn’t lying about me being so strong, it meant that I never had to worry about being the plaything of a telepath ever again.

The virus had changed the galaxy, and I had the feeling that it had changed it for the better.


[I’m almost there, can you open the door for me?] Rahne called from her dropship.  I picked up Kishu and walked over to the balcony as I ordered the garage door to open, and I saw her dropship slow as it descended.  It came to a stop about twenty meters from the building, then the back hatch opened and Rahne appeared, on a flying platform.  She flew into my garage as the dropship closed its hatch, then it turned its nose upwards and started back for the destroyer in orbit.  “Hello there, Zuzu!” she said happily as she came into the living room, kneeling down and giving the sandracer a hearty pet and scrub on the back with her fingernails.  He yipped excitedly, turned a few circles, then was again tempted by the chaser ball, dashing off to run after it.  “An’ hello ta’ ye too, Kishu,” she smiled, patting the tabi in my arms on the head.  “Ye about ready?”


“Sure, you want some coffee before we get started?”


“When do I say nay ta’ coffee, silly boy?” she grinned.


And that started the instruction part of my day.  We sat in the living room as she taught me, teaching me advanced techniques of both attack and defense.  I’d asked her to teach me how to protect myself from other telepaths, and she was honoring that request by teaching me how to fight using telepathy.  My training was very basic to be sure, and I’d have to spend years refining my technique in organized instruction in the Academy—training I fully intended to pursue—but what it did was ensure that I was more than a match for any other neophyte telepath on the planet.  I was both stronger and had more training, which meant that no newly expressed telepath was going to try to use his power on me for his own gain.

That was about the only type of crime that had increased on the planet since the pandemic hit.  New telepaths were using their budding powers to exploit those who hadn’t yet expressed, and the Imperial Marines had sent reinforcements from Draconis to crack down on them.  It also demonstrated that not everyone was as affected by the sense of family the virus created, the kinds of people that would have stolen from their own family before the virus were still capable of such acts afterwards.  Rahne was teaching me how to smack down anyone that tried that crap on me, as well as allow me to stomp on anyone that tried it within my hearing range.  I’d be able to protect both myself and whoever was being victimized by it.


I really enjoy the lessons with Rahne, both because she’s a great teacher and because we’d become friends over the last month.  And not just me, Rahne now had Sano, Rita, and Mrima’s contact ID and was talking to them socially.  She’d become our friend, and we had become hers.


We spent the rest of the morning and most of the early afternoon in training, as I learned the various basic techniques of attack and defense in telepathic combat, and then we changed venues.  We piled into my skimmer and we went up to Norfolk, at least after I dealt with Kishu’s sulking storm at being left home, and we met Mrima as she got off work.  Mrima had transitioned, she was a Generation now, but she had yet to express her telepathy, and I had the feeling that Rahne was hanging around waiting for it to happen so she could be the one to give her the initial lessons.  We then went to over to Virginia Beach and sat on a blanket in the sand as Mrima taught me about TK.  I still hadn’t been able to use it yet, but I could feel something now when I tried, which Mrima told me meant I was close.  The beach was fairly crowded, since Earth had more or less gone back to business as usual once the quarantine restrictions were lifted, and everyone on the beach was a Generation, no matter what species they were.

My initial success in telepathy was…impressive, to say the least.  I still had my black ball, and I had it sitting in the sand just off the blanket as I attempted to pick it up with my TK.  I was standing—she always had me stand when I practiced—and I was motioning at the ball as a means to help focus my concentration, something Mrima approved of.  She said it helped, but it also wasn’t something we should get into the habit of doing, since the motions we used may clue someone in as to what we were attempting to do and give them a chance to counter it.


It happened so suddenly.  I felt that pressure behind my eyes that Rahne and Mrima had described, and I felt it build, and build and build and build, until it was like someone hit me in the back of the head with a sledgehammer.  I was instantly disoriented, and before I knew what was going on, I was laying on my back on the sand, the blanket and our stuff scattered around me, my nose was bleeding profusely, to the point where I inhaled some and started coughing, and there was sand everywhere.  I coughed out both sand and blood and sat up, a hand to my head, trying to figure out what the hell just happened…and saw that just about everyone on the beach was staring at me, and those closest to us were covered in sand.  “What the hell?” I asked, then I saw Mrima gaping at me.  She and Rahne were well back from me, both of them sitting or laying on the sand, and they too were covered in sand.

“Mrrshan’s whiskers!” she breathed, then Rahne laughed.


“Couldn’t just be satisfied wi’ bein’ a top tier telepath, could ye?” she asked lightly.


“What?  What happened?”  Rahne pointed, and I looked down.  Where our blanket had been, there was a huge crater in the beach, well over a meter across and a meter deep.  “What…what happened?  Did I do that?”


“You didn’t focus only on the ball,” Mrima told me, standing up and scrubbing sand out of her fur.  “You were trying to move the ball by scooping it and lifting it, and you scooped a little too hard.  You moved the ball, and everything under it.  That’s nearly a cubic arkir of sand you just launched into the air, Kevin.”

“Ye sent the ball nearly forty shakra into the air,” Rahne said playfully, holding it out for me to see.


“I…I did?” I asked, trying to make my head stop spinning.  Mrima stood up, and I got to see a master at work.  She collected up a whole lot of sand from other people, from their blankets, gathering it into a loose ball over the hole, then put it back in the hole and smoothed it out until there was just a very slight depression left there.  I’d seen her use TK before, but never quite like that, and it was something I’d never considered even possible.  How could she collect up only the sand, and so much sand all around us, all at once?  I knew that TK could affect liquids, but to see it used like that, where she picked up only the sand, it immediately intrigued me.

“I think you’d better make some calls, Rahne,” Mrima said, to which she nodded.


“What?  Why?”


“Because you can learn far more than what I can teach you,” Mrima said proudly.  “Kevin, you’re the strongest TK I’ve ever seen.  And I mean even stronger than any Pai I’ve ever seen.  You just moved sand that has to weigh about fifty kra, applying enough force to throw it five arkir in the air, and you did it with very little training and no experience.  And you didn’t pass out from the effort.  You’re not even bleeding from your ears.  Mraka’s breath, I bet you could pick up maybe a whole rarkra of mass once you know what you’re doing.  You could be a Master, Kevin.”

“Wait.  Are you serious?” I asked.


“Aye, she is,” Rahne told me.  “Yuir way stronger in TK than I am,” she admitted.  “I’d need a tactical gestalt ta’ do what ye just did.  My God, I’d almost be afraid ta’ see what ye can do with a gestalt.  Ye need specialized trainin’ ta’ develop yuir gift, Kevin.  I’m gonna talk ta’ Jason and Ayuma about havin’ ye enrolled in the Academy course taught by the Pai Masters.  Only they can teach ye properly.”


“Holy crap,” I breathed, trying to wrap my head around that.  I was really that strong?  It didn’t seem like it, and if the way my head was pounding was any indication, I sure as hell wouldn’t want to do that again.  “But I don’t need another teacher.  I’ll stay with Mrima.”


“Kevin—”


.”No, Mrima,” I said.  “You promised to teach me, and I don’t want another teacher.  So teach me everything you can, and once we reach the end of that road, I’ll think about another teacher.”


“Kevin, you need a Master.”


“No.  I need you,” I told her simply.  “If you didn’t notice, Mri, I don’t do well with strangers, even if they’re Pai.  The only reason I did so well with Rahne was because treated me like a person instead of a student.  She made sure to try to be my friend before being my teacher, and that’s about the only reason why I trusted her.”

Rahne gave me a darling smile.


“If I want to learn more about TK once you finish teaching me, I’ll enroll in the Academy.  Until then, I’m not letting you weasel out of your promise,” I told her with a smile.  “So, tell me what I did wrong and let me try again.”


Mrima gave me a strangely emotional look, then she collected up our things with her TK, folding the blanket swiftly with her power.  “Not here.  I think it’s a little too dangerous for you to try again in a crowd.  Let’s go to the park.”

“And we stay on pavement.  He won’t be able ta’ uplift that,” Rahne added.


So, we changed venues again, going to a park just a block or so from Mrima’s apartment building.  We settled on a bench along a walkway and they walked me through the process again, this time stressing to focus on the ball.  She explained how to take the pressure I’d felt and narrow it down, like giving it a single small release point which would throttle it back, and keeping tight control over it.  It took me quite a while to get to where I had that feeling of pressure again, and this time I did what Mrima said, I contained it, imagining that it was like water and I opened only a small drain to let it out, like the valve on a garden hose faucet.  That caused the ball to shiver, then roll a little, then rise up into the air slowly.  I was so surprised by it that I lost my concentration, which caused the ball to bounce back onto the pavement.


“Very good!” Mrima exclaimed.


“I don’t feel anywhere near as wiped out this time,” I told her, leaning over and putting my hands on my knees.  “But I do feel a little tired.”


“It’s real work using TK, Kevin,” Mrima reminded me.  “The energy it takes to move something comes from you, and it puts more stress on your body than you think.  That’s why you don’t see fat or our of shape Pai,” she grinned.  “To do what we do requires us to be in shape, so our bodies can handle the stress that using our gift puts on it.  What you did put the same stress on your body as if you’d just sprinted down to that wall and back, and probably burned just as many calories.”

“Aye, that’s why I said yui’d work yuir arse off, Kevin,” Rahne agreed.  “It takes a lot o’ effort ta’ use TK.  It’s usually easier ta’ get up and get it yuirself,” she smiled.

“Well, it’s a good thing that I’ve been working out, then,” I said, standing back up.  “Okay, let’s try it again.”


By the time we finished, I was quite proud of the fact that I could move the ball at least once out of every five attempts.  I was still having trouble finding the power, getting that pressure to well up, but when it did, I was able to use it successfully almost every time.  Rahne had hung around until Mrima decided to stop, then she said goodnight to us and went back to her ship.  I walked Mrima back to her apartment building, carrying her on my shoulder so she didn’t have to run to keep up with me.  “Mri.”


“Yes?”


“You’re a lot stronger than you let on, aren’t you?  That thing you did with the sand, I didn’t think anything like that was even possible.  That has to be way past what most Pai can do.”


She was quiet a long moment.  “That was something I learned when I was younger,” she said, a bit wanly.


“It sounds like it wasn’t very much fun.”


“Well, it was, for a while,” she said.  “I guess I still feel a little ashamed about it.”


“About what?”


“When I was young, a child, they called me a prodigy,” she said in a distant tone.  “I was strong, and I had a talent for the gift.  I was given a lot of training, and in a way, a lot of attention, and I…liked it.  I thought I was going to be a Master, the first Master in our family.  But when the time came, after I graduated from school, I was called before the Masters, and they tested me.  The Masters don’t train just anyone, Kevin, they have tests they give all the hopefuls, that test more than just their strength and command of the gift.”


“But you didn’t pass,” I guessed.


“I didn’t pass,” she confirmed.  “I was strong enough, but I didn’t pass the screening.  They don’t let just any Pai learn the advanced skills, they only teach Pai that they think have the mental toughness and discipline to handle it.  I failed that test.”


“Well, that test was bogus,” I told her.  “There’s no way you could fail it.”


She patted me on the neck.  “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but they didn’t agree with you.  I was devastated when I was denied the chance to train with the Masters, I can’t deny it.  My whole life, everyone told me I was going to be a Master, and I spent my entire childhood believing it, preparing for an honor, for a life, that was shattered so quickly that I was left in shock.  I didn’t go home for three days after I was rejected, I was so humiliated that I couldn’t face my family, my friends, my village, who had all believed I was going to be a Master.  But eventually, I did go home, if only because I was hungry and tired and had nowhere else to go,” she said in a nearly wooden voice.  “They tried to cheer me up, but it was hard, Kevin.  I felt like I failed my parents, failed my family, failed my village, and failed myself, and I withdrew from the world for a while.  It took me almost a year to get over it, which I guess proved that I wouldn’t have made it as a Master.  Since then, I haven’t used anything but the most basic applications of my gift, and only when I had to, because I always felt so humiliated and ashamed after being rejected by the Masters, like I was no longer worthy to use it.  I only use it for the most basic things, and only when I need to.  I haven’t practiced any of the advanced techniques for many years. I think the first time I used any advanced technique after the Masters rejected me was when I started teaching the cubs after their gift expressed.  But I can’t really complain,” she said in a more cheerful voice.  “If I’d have become a Master, I’d have never met my husband and I’d never have had my beautiful cubs.  So I can’t really say that my life turned out badly because of it.”


“What was your husband like?” I asked.  I knew that her husband had died nearly ten years ago, killed in an accident.  One of the reasons I admire Mrima so much was that she raised her cubs mostly by herself.  Her husband had worked in the Cooperative, the organization that handled all space travel and science, as a technician, building the rockets they used to travel to the colony planet in their system, and had been killed in an accident on the job.  But I’d never really asked her about him, because I figured she wouldn’t want to talk about it.  But we’d known each other long enough for me to feel like she wouldn’t mind me asking her about it now.


“Mraki was wonderful,” she said in a wistful voice.  “I met him in Academy after I finally got over my depression and moved on with my life.  He was a physics student and I was a math student.  The physics students were all so cocky, thought they ran the school.  He made me soooo mad back before we were dating,” she said with a soft laugh.  “But then he decided he was going to date me, and he started really pestering me.  I think he asked me over a hundred times before I finally said yes, if only to make him stop asking.  When we went out, when I got to see the real Pai behind his brash image and the grandstanding he did in front of his friends, I think I fell in love with him within an hour,” she said, her voice distant.  “He talked big and acted big, but it was all a show to impress his friends.  He was gentle, and he was sweet, and he was kind.  I miss him terribly, even after so long since he passed beyond the gray veil.”

“I’m so sorry, Mri,” I said in a supportive voice, patting her leg.


“Thank you,” she said, sniffling a bit.  “We Pai believe that those we lose are never truly lost, so long as we hold them in our hearts.  And we have a tradition similar to Mexico’s day of the dead, a day when the spirits of our loved ones return from the beyond the gray veil so they can see how we’re doing.  So, I believe that Mraki comes to visit us on Ikraikiramarra, the day of return, and he’s been able to see how our cubs have grown and how well they’ve done for themselves.  I’m sure that Mraki is proud of our cubs, that they’re following in his footsteps,” she told me.


“I’m sure that he is very proud, of both them and you,” I told her.  We reached her building, and I gently set her down by the front door, then knelt down so she didn’t have to crane her neck to look up at me.  I took her hands between my fingers and gave her a smile.  “Thank you for teaching me, and for continuing to teach me.”


“I’ll teach you what I can, Kevin, but you really do need a Master to teach you,” she said, looking up at me with gentle eyes.  “You are much stronger than I am.”

“If you weren’t good enough for them, then I won’t be either,” I said dismissively.  “Besides, I don’t really want to learn all those super-fancy tricks.  Teach me how to grab something out of the fridge without having to get out of my merge pod, and I’ll be happy.”


She laughed.  “That would be a waste of all your talent, Kevin,” she chided.  “And I’ll give you an example that might motivate you.  You know how you can fly in CO?”


“Yeah?”


“Well, as strong as you are, you could pull that off here in the real world, just not able to go as fast,” she told me.  “You can easily lift well over your own weight, which would let you propel yourself with enough control to keep from killing yourself.  With training and practice, you could learn how to fly in the real world.”


“Is that even possible?  I thought that you couldn’t pick yourself up with TK, that you had to use it on another object and ride on it.”  I knew enough about TK to know that, that because of one of Newton’s Laws, the law of equal and opposite reaction, a telekinetic couldn’t pick himself up.  It was because the force exerted to move yourself upwards was reflected by an equal force placed on you downwards, so all the energy you put into picking yourself up was countered because the force you exerted was reflected back at you.

Strangely enough, though, a TK could use his power on an external object and ride on that without that law getting in the way.  I’ve seen tons of viddy clips of Pai using that trick, mainly so they can get up to where they can look over a counter, which seemed a bit of a paradox to me.  After all, if the force of the object you were moving was applied to your body, and you were sitting on the object you were moving, wouldn’t it just be applied to the object too?  But that wasn’t how it worked.  TK had its own rules, and one of them was that a TK couldn’t use his power to pick himself up off the ground.

“For most people.  But as strong as you are, you could do it without using that trick.  You could literally fly, Kevin, but you’d need to learn a lot about TK in order to pull it off.”


“Can you do it?” I asked impulsively.


She just gave me a slight smile, which made me laugh.


“Why haven’t I ever seen you do anything like that?”


“I told you, I gave up practicing the advanced skills after I was rejected by the Masters.  I didn’t try to teach most of them to my cubs because, honestly, they aren’t capable of them, so I am very, very rusty with them.  I’m sorry to say my cubs didn’t inherit my gift.  So, I can do it, but it’s been so long, I’m not sure if I’d be able to do it without breaking my face.”

“Then how about this.  We learn, or re-learn, together,” I told her, squeezing her tiny hands between my fingers.  “I don’t give a damn what the Masters thought of you back then.  I know they were wrong about you.  I know that nobody could teach me better than you could.  I want to learn everything you know, Mrima, everything that you can teach me, because I believe in you.”


She gave me a charged look, her eyes shimmering with emotion, then reached up and put her tiny hand on my face.  “I would very much like that, Kevin,” she said.

“Then I’ll be back tomorrow after you finish work,” I told her.  “And I’ll bet Rahne will be too.  I think she’s waiting for you to express so she can teach you the basics.  She really likes you.”


“That’s good, because I really like her,” Mrima smiled as I stood back up.


“Have the cubs expressed yet?”


“Not yet,” she replied.  “I guess all three of us are being stubborn.”


:”You wouldn’t be you if you weren’t,” I told her lightly.  “So, see you tomorrow?”


“Don’t be late,” she said with a smile.


After I was back in my skimmer and on the way home, I had to just lean back in the seat and consider Mrima.  I wasn’t surprised at all that she was so gifted, so talented.  She’s so incredibly smart, and wise, there’s no doubt that she’s a very special woman.  But I had no idea that she was far more special than I had ever imagined.  She was a child prodigy with TK, could have been a Master, if not for the Masters refusing to teach her because they thought she didn’t have what it took.  And I found that…insulting.  Mrima was amazing, a rare jewel of a person, and not just because she had strong TK.  She was one of the foundations of my life, and I could say that I wouldn’t be where I am now if not for her friendship and support.  If the Masters thought that someone like Mrima wasn’t good enough, then what the hell did they expect out of someone?  If she wasn’t good enough for them, they’d never so much as stand in the same room with someone like me.


I was just glad that Mrima had agreed to teach me.  I knew it would be good for me, but a part of me told me that it would be good for her too.  If I could help her get back in practice with her TK, to make her feel like she wasn’t unworthy of using it, then I’d be helping her as much as she was helping me.


I knew what it felt like to feel worthless, and no way in hell was I going to tolerate Mrima feeling that way about herself.  She was like a mother to me, the first real friend I’d made since being released from the farms fourteen years ago, and I love and respect her way too damn much to let her think that she’s not special.


Because she is special.  She’s special to me, and forgive my arrogance if I say that that means she’s special period.


I hadn’t forgotten about CO.  I was just so busy in the real world that it made it hard to log in for those marathon play sessions that had dominated my life since I started seriously playing the game.


But not all of that business involved being a Generation…at least not directly.  And I certainly didn’t feel quite so unique after we found out about it.


It turned out that I wasn’t the only powerhouse TK on Earth.  About three days after I unlocked my TK, Rita did as well, and she was just as strong with it as I was.  That honestly shocked Rahne and Mrima, to the point where Rahne got in touch with someone in the U.N. and had them check on the other farm workers.  And it turned out, there was a pattern.  Those of us who suffered on the farms the longest were given something of a very, very, very late gift for our ordeal in the form of our TK.


Simply put, the long-timers, those who had been on the farms for two years or more, were demonstrating considerably stronger TK than most of the rest of the human population that were now Generations.  Me and Rita weren’t unique.  We weren’t even outliers.  We were only above average when it came to the strength of the other long-timers, and that fact had brought the Medical Service, the Academy and the Pai Masters into it.  But, given who we were, they didn’t gather us all up and do tests on us, we were protected from stuff like that by law.  They sent a Pai Master to talk to us, then someone from the psiology department in the Academy who was not a Faey gave us a series of tests.  Then they had us answer like a huge questionnaires, trying to pinpoint just why us long-timers had far stronger TK than the rest of the human population by asking us a whole bunch of questions about our childhoods, our time on the farms, and what we’d done since them.  Yesterday, the Medical Service asked for volunteers from the picker community to do some more involved tests at the medical school at the main Academy campus to find out the reason for it.

I declined to participate.  So did Rita.  And I suspect that most of the rest of us did as well.  I’d bet that if they were lucky, they’d get maybe twenty pickers for it.  All of us are very wary and suspicious of anything even remotely connected to the Faey, and the Medical Service here on Earth was dominated by Faey. 


It was plain to anyone that it was the farms.  Something about the farms had caused it, either what they did to us or something we were exposed to while we were there, and the longer we were exposed to whatever it was, the stronger it made our TK now.  It didn’t make all of us powerful telepaths, I was an outlier in that regard, but my TK was measured as only above average, in the 70% percentile on the ranking chart, when compared to the other long-timers.  I was the longest-serving farm worker still alive, a record I very much do not like possessing, but despite that, my TK wasn’t the strongest among us pickers.  It wasn’t even top 10%.  The strongest, I’d learned, was some guy from Ethiopia that had been on a farm a full year less than me, and he was so powerful that the Masters had no real idea how to go about teaching him without him hurting himself…or them.

They thought he was the most powerful telekinetic in the galaxy…maybe even the entire known universe.


Outside of that, life had returned to normal for me.  It was a different normal to be sure, but it was a normal I found quite…acceptable.  The biggest way my normal had changed was that the virus had caused most of the residents on my floor to get much closer.  It wasn’t just Envarr, Straremai, and Sarko Ven, it was the resident of the other 21 apartments on our floor.  Telepathy allowed us to talk to each other with ease, and the sense of community being Generations incited in all of us made us all not just neighborly, but friendly with each other.  It was like the 24 families on our floor (from a family of one like me to the family of eight Rakarri around the corner) were part of an extended family unit.  It wasn’t complete harmony because six of those families on our floor were Faey, and them being Generations didn’t completely override my aversion to Faey, but the virus did allow me to tolerate them much more than before.  Now, instead of being deathly afraid of them, I was merely uncomfortable around them.  And to their credit, they understood why I was averse and they gave me my space.  Everyone on the floor, and most of the people in the building thanks to people not being able to control the power of their sending very well, know that I’m a farm survivor.  And they don’t push me, for which I am very grateful.  We talk to each other via telepathy and communion, using communion with the neighbors I know very well, primarily Envarr, Straremai, and Sarko Ven.  I’ve become much more social with my floor neighbors, to the point where I’ve had lunch with the Sha’i-ree man across the floor, Tigri, and helped my Rakarri neighbors five doors down set up and configure their new merge pod.  I’ve had my jack longer than about anyone else in the building, so I’m very good at setting up vidlinks for merge operations and configuring merge pods.


In that respect, life was a bit noisier than usual.  Virtually all of us are new telepaths, and not everyone got the kind of training that I did, so things are sometimes a little noisy as new telepaths learn the nuances of sending.  The Faey in the building, who were already training new telepaths as part of the U.N. effort to educate the population, were spending their off time helping the people in the building…most likely so they can enjoy a little peace and quiet once they get everyone sufficiently trained so they aren’t “screaming” when they’re trying to send across the room, and telling everyone within a kilometer what they were trying to tell the person four meters away from them..


No judgment here.  It took me a while to get the hang of that myself.


It really is almost surreal, how the basic demeanor of people have changed since we were transitioned.  Rahne was right, it was like we were all one big family, an entire planetary population of people of different races and species that all shared something that made us all…the same.  It didn’t matter that my next door neighbors on both sides weren’t human, that some of my neighbors had fur, or scales, or pointed ears, or venomous fangs, or natural dermal plating.  It didn’t matter that we worshipped different gods, that we had different world views and different concepts of the universe.  We were all different, but the fact that we were all Generations made us related.  It made us cousins, and that sense of family extended to all of them…even the Faey, God help me.  And it was only proper to help family.

Hey, you don’t necessarily have to like everyone in your family.  They’re still family.


The virus had done what no thing or person had been able to do in the 8,000 years of recorded history on our planet, and that was unify the human race.

My days the last week or so were still dominated by training and learning, learning the last of the things Rahne wanted to teach me in the morning and early afternoon, then going to Norfolk to learn from Mrima in person in the evening.  Rita and Sano attended in person when they could, over Civnet when they couldn’t, and I was getting used to the 90 minute round-trip commute from Jacksonville to Norfolk every day.  But soon, I’d be off Rahne’s apron strings, and I’d have my mornings to myself again.  Rahne had taught me everything she felt I needed to know, and was lingering a little to teach me a few tricks I wanted to learn.  I’d learned over the month or so Rahne had been teaching me that she was ridiculously good at telepathy, and could do many of the highly advanced techniques and applications I read about when I started investigating what telepathy could do beyond what the Medical Service put in the FAQs and articles they had us all read.  Rahne told me she was trained by a graduate of the most prestigious school in the Faey Imperium when it came to telepathy, some place called Xerian, and that she was just an amateur compared to some woman named Ryn.  So, over the last week, I’d been learning how to implant simple, basic memories, because I wanted to be able to teach other people languages the way that nice Colonist telepath taught me Shio.  Learning how to implant memories was the first step to being able to insert a language, as it was called, and that if I wanted to learn how to do that, I’d better be ready to study telepathy for a couple of years and master several advanced telepathic techniques.


And I was going to do it.  I wanted to learn as much as I could about telepathy.  I wanted to be so good at it that nobody would ever use me again, use me the way the Trillanes had.


So, I was definitely going to be enrolling in those telepathy courses that the Academy was offering, to continue my training in telepathy and achieve my goal of learning how to insert languages.  To get into the ones that I wanted, however, I had to enroll in the Academy and become an official student.  The things  I want to learn aren’t offered in the public courses they’re offering new telepaths.  But that was no problem for me, because what do you know, as a picker, I can enroll in the Academy without having to go through the selection process.  I am guaranteed admission into the Academy because I am a farm survivor.  It’s one of the reparations we got from the benefits package.  And what’s ever better, I don’t have to pay tuition, but I do have to pay for my own supplies that may be needed in the classes I take.  I can go to the Academy for free, and the only thing I have to do is academically qualify for the classes I want to take.  And the telepathy course doesn’t have an academic requirement, so I don’t have to worry about having like four completed classes in math in order to take telepathy courses.  I wasn’t planning on getting a degree, and I don’t have to to take the classes I want to take.  I want to take the classes purely because I want to learn more about telepathy, and because I’m a picker, I can take all the classes I want and never pay a credit in tuition, even if I never get a certificate (what they call a diploma).

And the commute wouldn’t even be that bad.  I’d been going between Jacksonville and Norfolk for a couple of weeks now, and the 45 minute flight to Norfolk wasn’t bad at all.  There were parking spaces for skimmers on campus, to accommodate commuters like me, so I could even take my skimmer instead of my hovercar.


Hell, even if there weren’t parking spaces, I could just send my skimmer home and recall it to have it come pick me up.  I can utilize the skimmer’s autonomous autopilot if I have it stay within the hovercar travel corridors.  It’s only not allowed to use it when the skimmer is flying in restricted airspace, and my skimmer is small enough to be allowed to use the Atlantic Coast Corridor, which runs from Miami all the way to Portland, Maine.  It’s a straight shot up the ACC from Jacksonville to Norfolk.


I was going to tender my application to the Academy on Monday, which I had to do through the DFM in order to get in automatically and not have to pay tuition.  I was going to shoot for starting in the spring semester, since the winter semester was already in full swing.  The only potential stumbling block for me would be getting a non-Faey teacher for my classes.  There were more than Faey teachers in the telepathic course, but given that the entire Faey race was telepathic—or had been before the virus—they dominate the faculty in courses like that.


 After getting Zuzu and Kishu fed, I warned them I’d be out for a bit and climbed into the merge pod.  I’d gotten into a bit of a new routine, where my days were taken up with learning and my evenings were spent in CO, at least evenings I wasn’t spending out with Sano, up at Mrima’s, or down at Rita’s.  CO no longer dominated my time, but I did do my best to make time to play the game, because I still sincerely love the game and enjoy playing immensely.

I was enjoying living in the real world now, but I still very much enjoyed spending time in the fantasy world that was Arca.  Besides, I made my living off playing the game, so it was my job on top of my favorite hobby.  As had been my habit lately, I set up the streaming software for later, as I’d been streaming about an hour or so of my game sessions every night to let people see what Xen did when he wasn’t exploring the most remote corners of Arca or hunting overworld boss monsters or trying to solo the weaker trash mobs around Citadel City.  I had about 50,000 viewers a night on the average, which was pretty healthy but nowhere near as many as the most popular streamers, and I earned about C30 a night from my streaming, mainly because I don’t actively solicit for donations while I stream.  People can donate to my Arena page if they want, but I don’t ask it of them, but every night enough people chip in C.5 or C1 or C2 to make it worth my while to do it.  That was more than enough to pay my day’s expenses, so I was more than content with it.  I don’t start streaming as soon as I log in, though, because it gives me time to talk to some people “off camera” and see if anyone wants to do anything.


A pretty interesting little group had formed from the Champions on Methrian.  Me, Emelda, and Savar were a unit that was often joined by other Champions, with Alandra, Meldo, Braggan, Bullox, Kane, Hinasa, and the Selkie Champion Mirri joining us the most often.  Mirri was from the Dark Riders, and her starting to hang around with us was major because she was a dedicated healer, where Meldo was not. With Mirri and Meldo along, our small group could take on some pretty challenging content.  And it wasn’t just Champions, either.  From time to time we had members of all the top guilds on the server along with us on our rather crazy adventures, where small groups took on raid content or extremely challenging dungeons or overworld content.

 After logging in, I went about the daily chore of searching for any skill crystals that might be on sale in the marketplaces and shops in Citadel City.  I was only 31 points away from getting Djinn Form to 2,000, and I was almost obsessed with getting it there now.  I started with the big shops run by the merchant barons and then worked my way down to the four market squares that held player stalls, and my persistence was rewarded, finally, when I came across a stall selling only one item.


A 30 point skill crystal.  And it was legit, it was the real thing, not just a cleverly cut piece of glass enchanted to glow with a soft magical light (the newest scam to hit Citadel City).

Those were super-rare, and the one million gold price tag for said crystal demonstrated its rarity quite well.  But I didn’t even hesitate.  A million gold was a little over half of what I had saved up—my shops were very profitable and I was still hunting treasure chests from the Citadel overworld—and I didn’t even blink when I ran to the bank, withdrew a million gold, then did the pickpocket waddle back to the marketplace, praying that nobody else with deep pockets beat me to it.  It was still there when I got back, and I almost broke my finger on the checkout stand hitting the button to pay for it.  When the sale finalized, it allowed me to pick up the crystal.  And I used it immediately.

I looked at my skill window.  Djinn Form:  1,999.


So close.  Sooooo clooooose!


I returned to my townhouse and went straight to the roof and started shifting back and forth between human and Djinn form, my eyes locked on my skill window as I prayed for Lone Wolf to do its job and push me over the edge.  And let me tell you, time just seemed to stand still when I did that, and the suspense was almost killing me, as if I’d gotten five numbers in the lottery and I was waiting for the last ball to come out of the machine.  Minutes of tormented eager expectation went by, and minutes, and more minutes, which had become an hour.  By then I decided to start streaming so people could see me hit 2,000, and bantered with some people on stream chat as I did nothing but shift back and forth for an hour.  Then for another hour.

And then, finally, just into the third hour, I finally hit the jackpot.  I saw my skill roll over, hit 2,000, and I had the skill window open so fast that it was a blur.  I scrolled down to Djinn form, and to my wild, elated glee, a new child skill had appeared under it.  It had no skill rating, meaning it was a passive skill.  It read:


Elemental Attunement:  Your mastery of the magic of the Djinn grants you the ability to pass through the Vortex and enter the Elemental Plane of Air.

Holy shit, I was right!  I could enter the Plane of Air!  And I could do it right now!


“Look at that, people,” I said to stream chat.  “I can get into the Plane of Air, and if I’m not wrong, I can do it right now.  So, lemme stock up on some supplies and put away my Champion’s Raiment so I don’t lose it.  I have no idea if I can get back to Freeport once I pass through the Vortex, so I’m gonna assume that I can’t and only take my backup gear and enough supplies to survive on the other side for a week.  There’s every chance that if I die over there, I lose everything I have on me.  So I take no chances with my gear, because I can’t replace it.”


It took me about half an hour to get everything organized, and in that time, the number of people watching the stream exploded.  I have no idea how people found out what I was doing, but I had 1.4 million viewers by the time I was geared up and ready to go.  I’d never had that many viewers before!  I felt sincerely nervous when I saw that number, as if the entire world was watching me.  I triple checked my inventory, made sure that my most precious items were off and in my house’s item storage, which included the swords I’d made for my Djinn form and Savar’s bow, making sure that I was taking nothing that I couldn’t afford to lose.  I had no idea if Teleport or Succor worked there, and if the Vortex was a one-way trip, then I might be stuck there until I found another way back.

Once I was sure of things, I used Teleport to get to the scion in the Freeport sewers, then I shifted to Djinn form and rose up from the street.  I felt incredibly anxious, excited, I knew I was about to see something that no other player in all of CO had ever seen, because I know for a fact that no other human that had Touched by the Djinn on other servers had gotten Djinn Form to 2,000 yet.  I was the first, and I was first because I’d spent the last couple of months—not counting the pandemic—focusing on raising Djinn Form, grinding it day after day along with Emelda as she raised Phoenix Form.  Those endless hours of monotony were about to pay off, and pay off big time.


I reached the glowing sphere of howling wind that hovered high over Freeport, which was the entryway into the Elemental Plane of Air.  I paused there a moment to look at it, maybe get a little dramatic, then I took a deep breath, cracked my knuckles, then held out my hands as if to push open a pair of doors and surged forward.  I entered the chaotic sphere of air, clouds being whipped by winds trapped within it, and felt the winds grab hold of me, then yank me forward and what felt like down.  I tumbled, rolled, then I got control of myself and found myself in a tunnel of rotating clouds and wind, like being inside a tornado, being drawn down its long length.  I had to fight to stay in the center, the turbulence along the edges was violent, but the center was like being in the eye of a hurricane…relatively speaking.  There was still high wind, wind pulling me down the vortex, and I kept my eyes locked on the center of it.


After some time, I’m not sure how long, I saw the terminus.  It was a light, a golden light illuminating the center of the vortex in front of me, and it got bigger and bigger as I neared it.  And then, almost so suddenly I was honestly disoriented for a second, I was out of the vortex.


And I could do nothing but gape in awe.


Before me were dozens of small miniature like micro-planets hovering in empty space, and each of them had buildings built on their surfaces.  There were also buildings just hovering in the void, buildings that had no foundation, were built like space ships in that they seemed to radiate out from a central point…perhaps an even smaller piece of land that was completely covered over by the building?  All of the buildings were Djinn in architecture, meaning they had a definite Arabian feel to them, tower and minarets with domes, courtyards, arches and elegant spires, all of it built of a white-tan stone that looked like pale sandstone.  The domes were covered in metal leaf, gold, silver, copper, bronze, and others were painted red or blue or green.  And before me, flitting and floating and zipping and soaring about, were thousands of Djinn.

This was Madra Ban, the Djinn city on the other side of the Vortex that the Djinn NPCs had told me about.  And it was absolutely stunning.  I’d never seen anything like it before, not even in a movie or a viddy, a city made up of earthen pearls upon which their city was built, orb by orb, spread across the sky like bubbles floating in champagne.


There was no sun here, but there was light.  The light didn’t come from any direction, it was like…it was just there, as if the air itself was infused with a very gentle light, like a bank of fog lit by the sun that created an infusion of light all around you…just without the fog.  Because of that, there were no shadows. But, I could see darkness within the buildings, which told me that this curious lighting effect only happened outside.  Inside a room, surrounded by walls, the light didn’t infuse the very air itself, so that meant that the interior of the buildings had to be artificially lit.  Visibility here was line of sight, but I could see things in the vast distance, tiny specks, clouds, and in one direction I saw a smudge of darkness that looked like a storm.


There was also no gravity.  I noticed that I was weightless, and it had nothing to do with me flying.  Gravity did not exist, and yet, I saw, things weren’t floating away from the earthen orbs that made up the city.  Things sitting on tables stayed on the tables, and those tables weren’t floating off the floors or the ground upon which they stood.  Perhaps gravity was a local thing?  Maybe it only existed close to the large earth spheres?


“My God,” I breathed, looking around.  “This is…this is incredible.  Unbelievable.  I am completely blown away,” I told the viewers.  “I never even dreamed anything like this could exist.  Hats off to whoever designed this place, they have way more imagination than me.”


“Ah, our mortal anchor has finally arrived!” I heard a powerful, jovial voice call.  I looked up to see Sultan Sadran descending towards me, and I had the wherewithal to bow to him when he reached me, hovering before me with two of his royal guards.


“My Sultan,” I said respectfully.  “I have mastered the form you have bestowed upon me with your magic, as you have commanded.  This is my first passage through the Vortex.”


“I know,” he smiled.  “Well done!”


“Your praise humbles me, my Sultan,” I told him.


“Well now, I think I shouldn’t interfere with your exploration of our fair city!” he said with a smile.  “My palace is there, mortal anchor.”  He pointed at the largest and most grand of all the building complexes, this one occupying the largest of the earthen spheres in this city of floating orbs, definitely a palace befitting a king.  “Please, explore the city of Madra Ban, and when your curiosity is satisfied, I would find great pleasure in speaking with you.  But not now, I have duties to attend,” he smiled.  “So please, look around.  Explore.  Enjoy the local cuisine and our finest sunfruit wines.  Speak with my subjects.  Experience all that Madra Ban has to offer!” he smiled broadly, spreading his arms in a grand gesture.  “When the obelisk reaches full illumination, then seek me out in my palace so I might welcome you formally.”  He pointed behind me, and I saw a massive stone obelisk hovering in the void, which had visible light covering about two thirds of it.  And as I watched, that light slowly, slowly crept up the stone.  It was a means of telling time.  I would guess that it being fully lit would be like noon.


“I will be there, my Sultan.  Thank you for the invitation,” I told him.


I did as Sultan Sadran commanded, at least after I made sure I could get back home safely.  I returned through the vortex and found myself safely back in Freeport, and once that was confirmed, I retrieved my usual gear and returned to the city of Madra Ban, this time coming through in human form to make sure I could do it.  And I could.  I was glad the Sultan gave me time to look around first, because I was absolutely enthralled by this alien, exotic, nearly unbelievable city.  I learned quickly that gravity was indeed a local thing, because it existed close to the earth spheres upon which the Djinn built their buildings, and not more than a meter beyond the sphere and the buildings that were built upon it.  It seemed to exist anywhere there was something sufficiently large enough, anything big enough to be a building, which explained why there was gravity in the free-floating buildings that weren’t built on earthen spheres.  The city was even more stunning and incredible once I was able to get into it, move from sphere to sphere, see that the Djinn had homes and shops and inns, had everything I’d find in Freeport, just built in this amazing place, a city that was truly three dimensional.  There were hundreds of earth spheres that made up the city, and each one held its own unique mix of dwellings, shops, parks, and courtyards.

But there were no farms, and that made sense to me. The Djinn could conjure food, they had no need for farms or ranches. 

And there weren’t only Djinn here!  I screeched to a halt when I saw a tall, greenish-skinned humanoid that looked similar to the Djinn go by, sitting cross-legged on a flying carpet that was moving from one earth sphere to another.  He was riding on the carpet because he wasn’t Djinn, he couldn’t fly.  That was a Marid!  It was one of the genies from the plane of Water!  I had no idea the genie races interacted with each other!

That just made things even more interesting!


Genies weren’t the only living things in Madra Ban.  I saw tons of birds and winged creatures, as well as those coherent blobs of cloudy air that were the Air Elementals that you could summon with a spell.  There were shimmering distortions in the air that moved coherently, beings that were all but invisible, and I saw quite a few winged humanoids, almost like the Agents of the Powers, moving from sphere to sphere.  They were a bit taller than humans but looked completely human, outside of their feathered wings.  I even saw a dragon, A forty meter long behemoth with brass colored scales, a much bigger dragon than Selvaron, but it was sitting in courtyard having a discussion with several Djinn who were hovering near its head.  And in addition to the people and creatures moving around in the air, there were any number of non-flying animals on the spheres, some of which looked familiar to me.  The Djinn kept canines and cat-like animals as pets, just ones sized for them, so they were pretty big.  Those couldn’t fly, so they were stuck on the sphere where they were.


I was so excited to look around, and got so engrossed in this exotic city, that I was very nearly late for my appointment with the Sultan.  I landed outside the massive golden doors that were built into a high wall surrounding the Sultan’s palace, a wall that was an anchor for a very faint shimmering that had to be some kind of magical barrier to prevent Djinn from flying into the palace’s airspace.  The guards at the gate allowed me in, and one escorted me into the open, spacious throne room of the Sultan.  His throne hall had no door, it was an open archway leading into the building up a long flight of pristine marble steps—only there for non-flying visitors no doubt—and into a vast hall with fluted columns along the sides and no furniture other than a massive block of black veined stone, carved into a chair, that had lushly vibrant pillows piled on it and with the furry pelt of some gigantic white creature draped over the back, so the Sultan never touched the bare stone.  The hall was populated by nearly a hundred Djinn wearing very expensive Arabian-themed clothing, fine linens and silks and satins accented with golden threads, dangling jewels, and elegant lace.  The Sultan was sitting in the throne when I arrived, and he rose up over his throne and clapped his hands after I was announced by the guard.  “Bid welcome to our honored guest, my subjects, our mortal anchor from the material world, the human Xen!” he proclaimed.  “He has mastered the magic of the Djinn and has come to the plane of Air.  Salute his accomplishment!”  I was a bit surprised when all the Djinn clapped three times, in perfect synchronization.  “Now then, if you would follow me, Xen, there is a matter that we must discuss.  Carry on, my subjects, I shall return anon!”


The Sultan led me into an antechamber above the throne room, accessed by a door in the ceiling that was opened for us by the guards, and I was directed to sit on a large cushion in front of a desk.  The Sultan settled himself onto a cushion behind it, then put his elbows on the desk.  “It is good that you have come, my human subject,” he told me.  “Because the other Sultans were getting a bit impatient.”


“Other Sultans?  Other Djinn, your Majesty?”


He shook his head.  “There are four Sultans among genie-kind, Xen.  Each tribe of genie is ruled by a Sultan.  The other Sultans to which I refer are the leaders of the Efreeti, Marid, and Dao.”



“Ah.  I understand, my Sultan.  Why would they be impatient for my arrival?”

He smiled.  “Because you represent something that genie kind has been eagerly awaiting for many years, Xen,” he replied.  “The mortal races have finally gained the education and strength to master elemental magic, and that means that the other tribes of genie might soon enjoy the boon we Djinn have had the fortune to possess, a permanent passage into the material world.  It will allow the other tribes to bring far more back into our home planes than what we can carry.”


“Correct me if I’m wrong, my Sultan, but they want to open a passage similar to the Vortex above Freeport?”


“Precisely so,” he said with a nod.  “Understand, my human subject, that only we Djinn may easily pass between the elemental planes and the material world.  We trade with our three cousin tribes for the goods and materials we can bring from the mortal world.  Opening the material world to them would make life much easier for them, as well as reduce the burden on them.  I know that I am giving up the Djinn’s lucrative market trading with our cousins, but family is more important than mere money,” he said with honest conviction.  “I have pledged my support to my cousins to assist them in their goal to open their planes to the material world.  And for that, I will need your help.  Not because you are the mortal anchor into your world, my subject, but because you are marked by the Powers as one the mightiest of mortal kind.”


To my sheer and utter delight, a new quest popped up on my quest log, on the side of my vision, and it was a Champion’s Quest!  There were even more Champion quests for us to do!  It was named The Great Hunt, and it listed a reward of a sizable chunk of XP and gold.

The quest had an unusual flag.  It was marked as a shared quest, and those were very rare.  What that meant was that everyone that was on that quest could contribute to its completion.  It was one quest that had multiple people doing it, and only one person had to complete a quest objective in order to advance the quest.  The quest was really long, but its length was that it was a very long list of items and materials…so, it looked like I had to gather a bunch of stuff, that other people would be doing the quest as well, and that only one of said item had to be collected by anyone that was on the shared quest in order for the objective to be considered complete.  If there were a lot of us doing the quest, we could split up the items among us and each of us work to gather our part of the list.   So, while the list was almost intimidatingly long, the fact that there would be more than one person gathering them meant it wouldn’t be quite so hard.

This was a very different kind of quest than the Grand Crusade had been.  This quest was going to be very long, given the intimidating list of things we had to gather, but we were being given the opportunity to do this at our own pace.  It wasn’t a quest chain, it wasn’t a scripted series of events, it was more of a sandbox quest.  This quest was more like “this is what you need, do it at your own pace an in your own order.”  And I kind of liked that.

“I have need of the assistance of you and the other mortals so similarly marked, Xen.  The genies need your assistance to open the other three elemental planes to the mortal world, so that all genie kind might prosper from a connection to the material plane.”


“I would be honored to help you, my Sultan,” I said excitedly.  “What must I do?”


“The other three tribes can’t quite so easily enter the material world as we Djinn can,” he repeated, which made sense.  Efreeti, Dao, and Marid were almost never seen in Arca, but Djinn were much more common.  Still very rare, but far more common than the other three.  “They lack the magic that we Djinn possess, which allow us to pass into the material world for short periods of time…at least before the Vortex was opened,” he smiled.  “The few genies of the other tribes in your world got there by accident, and they have no easy way back to their homes.  In order to form a permanent connection between their planes and the material world, a powerful ritual needs be performed for each tribe at the home of their mortal anchor, with the mortal anchor assisting, so they might form a connection to the material world.  What we will need from you, Xen, is help collecting the mystical items and materials we will need for the rituals, as well as assistance preparing the location of the new gateway to sustain the magic that will be placed within it,” he explained.  “The other tribes can contact their mortal anchor and arrange things with them on their own, but they need our help to get there, and your help gathering what they need, in order to form the gateways between the planes.”

“I understand, my Sultan,” I told him.  “Where do we begin?”


“For now, I fear what we need most from you is to be a common servant, though such menial tasks are below you,” he smiled apologetically.  “We need you to find the materials and items we’ll need for the ritual.  Once we have everything we need, I will assist our cousins through the Vortex so they may enter the material world, and then they will travel to the home of their mortal anchor and conduct the ritual.  There are many items and materials we need for this ritual, Xen, and some will be very difficult to obtain.  That is why we need the help of the most powerful mortals of the material world.  You must be our messenger, Xen, beseech your fellow Champions for their aid, and then venture forth to the far corners of your world and hunt down the things we need.”


“I’m fairly confident I can convince the other mortals to assist, my Sultan,” I told him strongly.  “They would jump at the chance to experience the thrill of being able to enter the elemental planes.”


“That will come in time,” he said.  “Once all four gateways are formed, they will become stable enough for mortals using the proper spells to pass through them safely.  The fact that only one has been formed has put the elements out of balance, and that balance will be restored once all four are created.  But until then, for now, only the four mortal anchors who have sufficient mastery of the magic that binds us to you can pass into the elemental planes.”


I understood what he was saying.  In game terms, the elemental planes would open to all players once the Champions completed the quests that would allow the other three gateways to be created.  It was like a new Grand Crusade, but this time, what we were doing was unlocking the new expansion for everyone else.


Talk about awesome!


“Do you have a list of what we need to gather available, my Sultan?”


“Of course,” he smiled, picking up a scroll tied with a red silk ribbon and offering it to me.  “This list contains the items that all three of my genie cousins will require to conduct their rituals, arranged so that the items needed are grouped by which Sultan requires them, so you may focus on gathering the materials needed for one race of genie at a time yet also allow you to gather the others needed when convenient for you.  Some of these items will be used by all three, so three of them will need to be acquired.  Those materials are listed separately on each grouping, so don’t fear that you might overlook them.  The rest, you only need one of them.  Be warned, Xen, that some of these items will be extremely difficult or dangerous to acquire, and I would heavily suggest that you gather a sizable force of mortals to assist in getting them,” he said seriously.  That meant that they dropped from raids.  “When you have acquired an object or material, you must bring them to a special place that the four Sultans have arranged with the Powers for you.”

“What place, my Sultan?”


“Each of the mortal Champions was awarded a special prize, Xen.  A ring, a magical ring.  That ring is a key that will allow you to gain entry into the Champion’s Hall,” he explained.  “It is a place formed by the will of the Powers, a place that those who bear the ring may enter from anywhere in both the mortal world and the elemental planes.  And from within the Champion’s Hall, you can access one of the mortal scions in order to travel back to the Citadel,” he explained, which made me quite elated.  It really was a key!  “The Powers have granted us permission to place something within the Hall that will allow you to deliver the items we need to us without need of traveling to the elemental planes.  When a Champion attains an item on the list, bring it to the Champion’s Hall and place it in the golden chest you will find there.  That will allow the Sultans to bring the item to them, in their home plane, so they might prepare the item for its use in the ritual.  Once you have acquired all the items a Sultan needs to open a gateway, then I will bring the Sultan into the material world and they will open a gateway into their plane.”


“I understand, my Sultan,” I told him.


“I’m glad that you do, and I’m quite pleased at your willingness to assist the genies, Xen,” he said with a smile, rising up from his cushion.  I did the same, and moved back when he rose up over the desk and approached me.  “And be assured, we don’t expect the Champions of the Powers to do this for us without suitable reward,” he added with a smile.  “Each Sultan has agreed to award the mortals that assist them with a boon, and once all four gateways are formed, we four Sultans will join together and reward your faithful service with something truly special,” he smiled.  And with that, four new quests appeared on my log.  Three read The Ritual of Fire, The Ritual of Water, and The Ritual of Earth.  Each one listed a quest reward of a piece of Champion’s Raiment!  The fourth quest read The Opening of the Planes, and it too awarded a piece of Champion’s Raiment, as well as a magical ring named The Key of the Planes!


They were giving us the opportunity to complete the set, plus give us another ring to match the one we got for completing the Grand Crusade!


“I would help you even without the reward, my Sultan, but I certainly won’t say no to them,” I told him, which made him laugh.


“You are a loyal subject and honor the Djinn with your devotion, Xen,” he smiled.  “Now, I have other duties to attend, and you have a mission before you, so I will let you begin your task.  But before I do, might I explain how to use the ring you were given?”


“Please, my Sultan.”


“Simply remove your glove and chant the words ‘unlock the door’ in the language of the First Ones,” he explained.  “The ring cannot be covered to be used to gain entry to the Champion’s Hall.  Do you know those words, Xen?”


“I do, Sultan Sadran,” I nodded.


“Then I will leave it to you,” he said, floating past me and towards the door in the floor.


I nodded and turned, then removed my glove.  I held my hand up, though I’m sure it wasn’t required, and called out in a clear voice, speaking the words of the First Language:  “Isveth ek obru’an.”  I ghosted back a bit when a line of pure magic formed in front of me, then it expanded on both sides to form a glowing rectangle of magical energy, a shimmering bluish-white.  The Sultan nodded and made a shooing motion with his hand, and I bowed to him and then ghosted forward, into the magical gateway.


There was a sensation of being pulled, and I found myself hovering with my boots off the ground in an elaborate courtyard surrounded by marble walls, standing inside the four arching tines of a scion, and I was momentarily awestruck.  What was before me was a small but towering castle, or hall, with vaulting gates that had to be ten meters high made of nearly glowing golden wood banded with silver metal, and those massive doors began to open of their own accord as I put my feet on the walkway, paved with small white stones.  The courtyard was filled with flowers and small trees laid out to each side of the pathway, with two small fountains on each side that formed the centerpiece of small courtyards, and beyond the gardens was an ornate fence that had nothing but a vast void beyond it.  I walked over to the fence and looked over the edge, and I realized that this place didn’t exist in the material world, or the elemental planes.  It was its own place, like its own tiny little universe, and the only way to get in was the ring on my finger.


The interior was just as awe-inspiring as the courtyard.  The doors opened to a vast vaulted hall that had three meter or so statues of each of the forty Champions lining the sides, with doors beside each statue.  I could only open one door, the one to the left of my statue (mine was almost exactly in the middle on the left side), and it opened to a large, richly appointed suite of a living room and a bedroom, already furnished in lavish fabrics and exotic woods and stones.  I realized that there were forty of them, one for each of us, and they were our own private spaces within the Hall of Champions.  The hall ended in a large chamber that had a massive round table with forty chairs, with a massive crystal chandelier hanging over the table.  There were three doors that led out of the meeting room, an impressive set of dual staircases that went up each side wall of the room.  Each of the doors led to a recreational area, I discovered.  One led to a parlor of sorts with a viewing crystal with enough couches and chairs for all of us, one led to a gym of sorts where I suppose we could practice fighting skills, or have duels, and the last opened to an indoor pool of all things.


Upstairs, I found that the devs had really set us up, because the entire second floor was devoted to tradeskills.  For every tradeskill in the game, there was a room in the complex that had all the tools and equipment we needed to practice it, from blacksmithing to research.


There was another staircase on the second floor, and that led to a single huge room on the third and final floor, which was completely empty except for one thing…the chest.  The golden chest Sultan Sadran told me about was here.  It was impressively large, two meters wide, a meter long, and a meter and a half tall not counting the lid, and when I opened it, I found nothing inside…which was no surprise.  They’d put the chest in a place where we couldn’t possibly miss it so we knew where to put the things we gathered for the quest.

I came back down to the meeting hall, a little overwhelmed…and I bet some of the viewers were too.  I now had a mind-blowing nine million people watching the stream, as no doubt word got out that one of the Champions was streaming just-unlocked content and people were flocking to my page to see what was going on.  I felt extremely self-conscious as I sat down in one of the chairs at the round table, putting my elbows on it and leaning on my hands.  “Holy crap,” was all I could say.

I took a moment to gather myself, then took out the scroll that Sultan Sadran gave me.  I started reading through it, and I voiced my thoughts for the viewers.  “This is a serious ton of stuff, and I don’t even recognize half of it,” I said.  “I’m gonna have to hit the database sites and look some of this stuff up.  Some I recognize, though, and some of them are made by tradeskills, which explains the tradeskill complex on the second floor.  They’re furnishing us with the facilities we need to make the tradeskill items on the list, but they’re not supplying the materials.  So some of us are gonna have to pony up some gold to get this done,” I remarked.  “Now if you guys will excuse me for about five minutes, I’m gonna log out long enough to hit the bathroom, then send a message to the Champions I can contact in real life and tell them about this.  With any luck, we’ll see a few of them arrive very shortly.”

I took care of that simultaneously, relieving myself as I used my interface to send a text message to Rita, Sano, Satoru, who was Hinasa, Meghan, who was Alandra, Mark, who was Meldo, and Oliver, who was Bullox, and explained to them how to gain entry to the Champion’s Hall.  I knew that most of them were busy, either at work or in class, but Bullox came in through the open doors when I logged back in—though my avatar was still sitting in the chair—nearly running down the grand entry hall towards me.  “Mate, this is ridiculous!” he said brightly when he reached me, looking around.  “And I got four new Champion’s Quests in my log!”


“Yeah, I think I unlocked them,” I told him, then warned him over friend chat that I was streaming, so not to say anything potentially embarrassing.  “We need to get all the Champions together, Bullox.  Between you, Mirri, Hinasa, and Emelda, that’s all the guilds that have Champions in them.  So we need to spread the word through the guilds that the Champions need to meet.”


“Gonna be a bit tricky, given we’re scattered all over the world.  There won’t be a single time that’ll be convenient for everyone,” he grunted.  “You’re like exactly twelve hours opposite Hinasa.  The middle of the day for you is the middle of the night for him.”


“We’ll have to iron it out,” I said.  “I guess in the meantime, we can create a chat forum on CO Today so we can organize things, or we can leave written messages here on the table or something.  Cause we’re gonna need some cooperation to finish the gathering quest.  There’s like three hundred items we have to gather to finish all three of the other quests.  Some of them drop from raids, some are from dungeons, some of them are gathered from both of the Twin Worlds, some are on the Citadel, and some are made by tradeskills.  We’re going to have to organize who’s going to be responsible for gathering what.”

Emelda came into the hall, and was literally running towards us, her hands holding her dress so she didn’t trip over her skirts.  “Oh my god, Xen, this is amazing!  How did you find it?”


“I didn’t, I was told how to get here,” I answered, standing up.  “Do you have four new quests in your log?”


“Sec.  Yes.  And they’re Champion’s Quests!” she said, nearly squealing in delight.  “They’re going to let us finish the Raiment sets!”


“Heya Em,” Bullox smiled, taking her hands when she reached us.  “Quite a sight, isn’t it?”


“It’s gorgeous,” she said, looking around the meeting room.  “Okay, tell me what you found out, Xen!” she said eagerly, sitting in the closest available chair.


I took the opportunity to tell them about my trip through the Vortex and my time in Madra Ban, then went over what the Sultan told me.  “So, we’re going to be working on unlocking the elemental planes for everyone,” I surmised.  “We gather the items on the list, and when we have them all for one genie race, Sultan Sadran will bring the Sultan of that race to the overworld and they’ll do the ritual to establish a gateway to their plane.  We get the other three up, and that unlocks the planes for everyone.  We are the ones that unlock the expansion for the rest of the server,” I said, a bit humbly.  “So there’s a lot riding on our shoulders.  What we need to do is gather all the Champions, either in game or on a forum or something, so we can work out who’s going to be gathering what off the list.  And we have to go like everywhere to get it all.  Raids, dungeons, remote corners of Arca and Netherim, even locations on Citadel.  We need to identify the items, find out where we get them, then organize into teams to gather it.”


“It won’t need to be just us, either,” Bullox said.  “The guilds can help with the raids and dungeons.  Only one of us needs to be in the raid to get the drop.”


“Yeah, so we can spread out the burden,” Emelda agreed.  “And we can have the fast travelers like Sebirk, Xen, Savar, Graz, and Uri gather the overworld stuff.” 

“I’ll do what I can,” I said with a nod.  “I’ve explored a lot of Arca, so most likely I know how to get there to get it.  And I know that Graz has been doing the same on Netherim.”  Graz was the Silakkin Champion, and like the Savasa, his racial abilities allowed him to travel very fast overland.  Savar and Graz could cover tremendous amounts of ground quickly, nearly as much as the three fliers among the Champions could; me, Sebirk, and the Sylph champion Uri.  “We’ll need to split it up so Savar and Graz are gathering the stuff easiest for them to reach on the ground, and leave the stuff in the mountains and swamps and whatnot to the rest of us.”


“We’ll work all that out when we meet.  For now, we need to identify what all this stuff is, and where we can get it,” Bullox said, pointing at the scroll I’d unrolled and put on the table.  “I’ll bet we’ll have to look most of it up on the resource sites.”


“I hate having to go outside the game to do a quest,” Emelda grunted.  “But we may have to.”


“I wonder,” Bullox mused.  “Who are the other three races?  Did the Sultan say where we were going to open the gateways?”


“No, he didn’t, but I know one of them.  The Saberak have Touched by the Efreet.  The guy that has it contacted me on my page so we could compare the skills, but excuse me if I don’t name him, so I don’t out him against his will.  Who’s the Saberak Champion?’


“He’s in the Dark Riders.  Rakri,” Emelda supplied.


“Then I can ask Mirri to talk to him, so he’ll know that the guy with Touched by the Efreet is going to contact him,” I said.  “I can message him and tell him about this.  As to the other two, I have no idea.  Whoever has the other Legendary skills are being quiet about it, which is only smart in my opinion.”


“You are so paranoid, dude,” Bullox teased.


“When you play solo, you learn quickly to trust no one,” I replied shamelessly.  “Not even you,” I added before Emelda could object, grinning as I pointed at her.


“I’m gonna get you for that, Xen, you just wait,” she retorted playfully.


“Bring it, snowflake,” I retorted, which made her laugh.


“The Saberak,” Bullox mused.  “You know, I don’t see very many of them around.  And humans were like never played before the Grand Crusade.  How much you wanna bet they gave the four skills to the four least played races in the game?” he ventured.  “You know, try to attract people to play them?  Cause I’ll bet that they’ll get new racials, like humans got Gift of the Djinn.” 


“That sounds about right,” Emelda agreed.  “So, who are the other two unplayed races?”


I pondered that a moment.  “I’ll bet my left boot that the Utaku are one of them.  You almost never see Utaku, not even in their own faction territory on Netherim.”


“Don’t see all that many Ogres either,” Bullox ventured.  “Or Spriggen.”


“Ogres are too ugly to be much fun to play, and Spriggen don’t have all that great racials,” Emelda mused. 


“Dove, some players play Ogres because they’re big and ugly,” Bullox told her with a grin.  “And I’ll bet that to make things even, two are on Arca and two on Netherim, so I’ll bet on the Spriggen.  You know how the Netherim players always whine about how world events never happen on Netherim,” he said lightly.  “Both the orc invasion and the final battles of the Grand Crusade were on Arca.  If they gave the Arca races three of the four skills on top of that, it would be a category five whinestorm on the forums.”


“Dude, you better be glad Sebirk isn’t here.  He’d skewer you for saying that,” I told him.


Bullox laughed.  “He’s one of the loudest whiners about Netherim factions getting ignored by the devs,” he said with a slightly malicious edge to his voice.


We were joined by Alandra, who walked up to the table slowly, her head swiveling to and fro as she looked around.  “This place is nuts!” she said.  “And it’s just for us?  That’s like crazy!”


“You got here faster than I expected.  I thought you had class today,” I said.


“I just got out,” she replied.  “Alright, someone explain the four new quests in my log to me.  They got added as soon as I logged in.”


We were there for nearly four hours, because more Champions trickled in as they finished their real life stuff and logged on to find their guildmates all but screaming at them and multiple mail messages telling them about the Champion’s Hall and how to get to it.  Each time another new Champion arrived, we had to rehash what led up to us being there, but we did get some work done.  We drew up a new list of items that had every item we could identify on it, some of us surfing the resource sites as others kept track, until we managed to identify what every item on the list was and where we could get it.  Some of our stream watchers helped with that.  I had an absolutely insane average of ten million people watching over those four hours, and the stream chat was inundated with info as players told me what items were and where to find them.  Of course I didn’t believe everything I was told, but more often than not, the info was legit.  We managed to draw up three different lists sorted by which genie race needed them for their ritual showing all the items, where to get them, and were already penciling in who was going to get them.  I volunteered to gather quite a bit of the overworld Arca items, which more or less fit in with my exploration playstyle.  I was well suited for venturing out to the remote corners of Arca hunting for rare flowers and manticore spikes and drake scales and whatnot.  Emelda was talking to Baron and Bullox to Felik, and their guilds had volunteered to run seven of the raids to get the items needed from them, which were raids on the Twin Worlds and thus obsolete content for their guilds.  The Dark Riders agreed to run two others, and Seva’s Band agreed to run the final three.

But the roadblock was going to be six items that dropped from four dungeons on Citadel, and four items that could only be attained by running the entry-level raid on Citadel, the Shadow Halls.  None of the guilds on Methrian were ready for raiding on Citadel.  Hell, we weren’t really ready for the dungeons on Citadel, let alone the raids.  So, the four top raiding guilds on the server agreed to run it together, to form a massive army of the top-geared players on the server to gather the four items we needed…and I was going to go in with them.  It would be my first ever real raid, a raid of current content, and I was equal levels excited and terrified of the idea of it.


There would be nearly five hundred of us going into that raid.  It would be like an army assaulting the Shadow Halls, and I bet it was going to be freakin’ epic.


The dungeons, however, were going to be even more problematic, and that was because there was a hard cap on how many players could enter a dungeon at once.  Only ten players could enter a dungeon, so that meant that we were much more limited on who we could send and what we could accomplish due to that player cap.  And that meant that we’d have to build parties of only Champions for those, relying on our Champion’s Raiment to get us through them.

And I’d be going on one of those dungeon runs with Emelda and Savar, so I was looking forward to that too.


It was well after dark when I finally ended the stream and  logged out, and I had to deal with a near insurrection from Kishu and Zuzu.  Neither of them had been very happy at all that I’d been logged on for so long without taking a break and playing with them, so I had to soothe the impending wrath of two animals that I could literally step on.  And now that I was out of the game, I was worried enough about Sano to call her.  She hadn’t logged on, and it was well after her quitting time.  She didn’t answer her vidlink, but she did answer when I queried her interface.  Make it quick, I’m like super- busy, Kev, she told me, speaking to me over her interface.


That explains that. I was worried, you didn’t log on.


Work’s a bit nuts at the moment, she answered.

What happened?


Got pegged for doing the viddy for a series of reports on how the virus affected Terra.


We already know what happened.


This is for the Federation.  I work for the Federation News Network, Kev, she replied, a bit impishly.  Our office is doing just one of the stories, showing how life has changed here in Brazil.  Every office on Terra is doing a story on what it’s like there.


Oh.  Cool.  When will you be done?

In a little bit, she answered.  Why are you being so nosy?


I’ll explain when you finish and get home, I told her.  I didn’t want to get her hyped up while she was at work, it may make her mad.


Must be in-game.


Yeah.  I’ll explain it when you have time.


Good, cause unlike you, I still need a paycheck, she teased lightly.


I settled on the couch after Sano ended the chat, stroking Kishu’s sinfully soft calico fur as Zuzu chased his ball all over the living room, yipping excitedly as the powered toy tried to escape from him.  He eventually got tired of the game and hopped up onto the couch and jostled with Kishu a little bit, at least until I made room for both of them on my lap.  “Are you two happy now?” I asked archly as I petted a demanding little furball with each hand.  I was really looking forward to this new quest line, mainly because I hadn’t really had much to do in game since I came back to it after becoming a Generation.  The list of items I had to gather would send me all over Arca, and it would challenge my knowledge of the scion system and my ability to hunt down very rare items and creatures.  Finding a manticore was going to be a major challenge in itself, because they were very rare even in the places where they were known to live.  It would be a major test of my knowledge of the game and my skills in tracking one down and then getting the spike, because I had to get one from a living manticore.  I couldn’t kill the manticore to get the spike, so I had to find a way to harvest a spike off its tail without killing it and before it could throw them.  The spike had to be taken off the tail, the list specified that the spike had to be harvested from the tail of a living manticore.  That meant I had to find a manticore, stalk it, then ambush it in a way that I could get one of its spikes before it could throw them, then escape without killing it.


And I love those kinds of challenges.


On top of the challenge of gathering the items on my list would be the raid and the dungeon runs.  They would be my first ever foray into current group-oriented content, and I was already nervous as hell that I was going to mess things up and cause us to fail somehow.  But I wouldn’t be alone in there.  My friends would be there to explain things to me, and if I made mistakes, help me overcome them so I didn’t let the group or the raid down.  Emelda and Savar were raiding veterans, and they’d be there to hold my hands if I needed it.


And I had the feeling I was going to need it.


I turned on the news and wound down a little bit, catching up on the newest developments as Earth settled into its new normal, which included opening back up to the rest of the galaxy.  There was a big meeting of all the spacefaring races in the entire galaxy, and they’d hammered out a series of agreements over the virus and Generations.  One of the parts of it was that the quarantines had been partially lifted for empires that had decided to become Generations.  What they were going to do was send people to the Academy to become Generations and get trained in telepathy, then those people would go back to their home empires and teach the rest of their population once enough trainers were ready to do the job.  Those trainers had to stay on Earth until the virus died out—it had a life span, the news said, so the key was for infected planets to stay isolated until the virus died—but they’d be here that long to do their training anyway.


For those who didn’t want to be Generations, well, that was what the moon was for.  They were building a city on the moon to go along with the new Academy campus up there, and the moon would be the non-Generation place in the Earth system.  Generations would be on Earth, non-Generations on the moon.  And since they were going to terraform the moon to make it life-sustaining, they were obviously very serious about making the moon as accommodating as possible for non-Generation visitors.


The news put up a list of empires that had decided to become Generations, and it was seriously long…and that wasn’t a surprise to me.  Now that I was a Generation, now that I’d experienced telepathy from the inside, I was very happy to be a Generation.  I enjoyed telepathy, and I was very excited to learn more about TK from Mrima, for times just like this, when my two little furry monsters were in my lap and I might need to get something and not want to disturb them or bother Stanley.  Like right now, since Stanley was busy cooking a late dinner for me, and I was thirsty.


Getting the drink myself would have to wait.  Mrima told me not to practice without her or Rahne with me, because I was so strong that I might break something.  And I was going to obey her.  I asked Stanley to fetch me a glass of oye juice, then I settled in a little more and just enjoyed the company of my two little terrors.

Life was good.  And I was very happy to be involved in it once again.  And in a year or two, depending on how fast I felt I could go, Sano would be here with me, in my condo, and we would enjoy this new life of ours together.


I’d already decided.  I was going to marry that woman.  I belonged to her, and I wanted it to be official.  But, she was Shio, and I knew that no Shio woman would even entertain the idea of marriage for at least three years after she started dating.  That meant that I had to bide my time, prove to her that I was committed to our relationship, that I would be with her for the rest of my life, which was what Shio women did…and Sano was Shio to the roots of her hair despite living on Terra.


It was just like CO.  I had to grind out the “marriage rep” with Sano by proving myself to her, until I finally maxed it out.  Then, and only then, would I be rewarded with a ring I could wear in the real world.


I was going to have them made when we finished this new series of Champion’s quests.  When we opened the planes and got that second ring, I’d have two rings made that resembled them, which would be our marriage rings.  For an engagement ring, I was going to have a copy of her first Champion’s ring made, but would add an emerald and diamond setting.  Sano loved emeralds, they were her favorite gemstone.


So, I had plans for the future, and now I just had to have the patience and determination to make those plans reality.  And I would, because it would be worth it.

It would be soooooooo worth it.
