 
My plan had met with mixed results.

I’d spent the days waiting for my next quest searching for unopened treasures chests out in the wilds of Citadel, and while I’d found 15 of them, I’d only found one piece of loot in them, a leather doublet that I would have kept for myself if I hadn’t have taken leather chest as Champion’s Raiment.  I did haul in some decent money and some valuable tradeskill materials, but just the one piece of loot.  That meant that I’d only had one item to put up in my shop.


It sold within four hours of me putting it up for sale, which put 300,000 gold in my bank.  And that was enough for me to feel comfortable that I could afford Succor if I found a copy of it.

Savar was right that the guild wasn’t going to skip those raids, I’d found out.  They were going to do them, then they would start working on Citadel progression, because they wanted to do things in the right order, and they wanted to complete every raid…and it wouldn’t be as much fun if they went back and did an old raid when it wasn’t challenging anymore.  They’d try to get some drops to make finishing the pre-Citadel raids easier, but they still wanted to do them.  And I could respect that.

The city was really starting to take off as well.  The merchant barons were now fully set up here, and what was more, players were renting stalls in the marketplace now and putting out their own goods for sale.  My shop was seeing more and more competition, and while it was hurting my bottom line, me selling that leather doublet certainly didn’t make me mind all that much, since it put me back over 500,000 gold.


Stalls weren’t as good as owning a shop.  Stalls only had a limited amount of items they could sell.  A marketplace stall only has enough storage space for around fifty items on the average, though the size of the items being sold dictates how many items a stall can sell.  A stall can sell one giant’s skull, or maybe a hundred piece of jewelry.  A shop like mine has much more space, because I can put in way more shelves and containers.  Stalls only have one shelf, so it severely limits that amount of merchandise a stall can sell.  A shop like mine, with dozens and dozens of shelves and stands and racks and containers, can sell thousands of items.  I only have to expand the number of shelves in my store to expand my inventory space, and I have room to put in at least four more shelving units, six more barrels or baskets or stands, and I have a bare wall above a shelf unit where I can put another rack to hang merchandise.  I can even hang ceiling-mounted hanging baskets. 


My shop was truly an absolute gold mine, as long as I keep it stocked. 

But there was one thing I did have on my mind…Succor.  I headed out into the city, then started making the rounds through the other player shops and stalls in the marketplace, hunting for a copy of Succor.


And to my absolute shock, I found two for sale.  And one of them was within my price range!


What insane luck!  Someone was selling the spell that didn’t know what it was truly worth!.


One was listed for 750,000 gold, and the other for 550,000.  I didn’t have that much gold in pure cash after restocking the shop, but Savar was my savior.  When I told her what I was doing, she offered to lend  me the 15,000 gold I needed for the spell.  She knew I was good for it.

Usually I’d say no to something like that, but not this time.  Succor doesn’t show up in a market that cheap more than once in a blue moon..

It was about the most nervous fifteen minutes of my game life when I went back to my shop to get the money and get the gold Savar was lending me, then rushed back to the market stall as fast as my heavily encumbered waddling gait would allow to buy the spell.  And me being that encumbered told everyone that I was loaded down with gold, which would make me a ripe target to get ganked.  Citadel City was not a safe zone, so thieves could pickpocket you and the more brazen ones could try to mug you for your gold if you wandered too far from the main thoroughfares.  I managed to get back to the marketplace with my gold, and with a bit of relish, I picked up the Succor scroll, ensured it was genuine (spell scrolls can’t be faked, but a well known trick was to write what looked like a spell on a common scroll and try to sell it as the real thing), and once I was certain it was, I paid for it at the stall’s checkout stand.


And that was that.  I was now 15,000 gold in the hole, but I had Succor.  And now I just needed to raise Translocation 50 more points to use it.


I sent the scroll into my item storage to make extra sure nobody could steal it (items in item storage can’t be pickpocketed, but money and items in bags or packs can), and that done, I walked victoriously back to my shop.  And now that I was in debt, I desperately needed money.  And that meant I had to go explore ruins to try to find treasure.  So, I geared up, then I headed out to the ruins I’d mapped in my first forays out into the wilderness, fully expecting to die.

A lot.


And did I ever.  I died nine times in the first hour, because there were a lot more animals and monsters in that area that would attack me in Djinn form than there was in the first ruin, which meant that I’d be attacked when I came down to open a chest; the act of opening a chest canceled my Improved Invisibility spell.  And that pattern repeated itself for four more hours, five hours of pure terror and adrenalin mixed with exultation over finding trinkets and gems, jewels and baubles, but sadly no pieces of gear or equipment. But that was a reward unto itself, because when I finally managed to get home, I’d found that I’d scavenged nearly 3,000 gold in treasures from the ruins, and my shop had sold enough to give me enough money to pay Savar back the money I owed her and still have about 2,300 gold left over.

I went back out after leting my nerves settle, and after three more hours of sheer terror, I found another piece of gear.  And to my shock and delight, this one was a leather belt, something I could use!  Its stats blew my current belt out of the water!

I wasn’t selling that, especially since my current belt wasn’t a piece of Champion’s Raiment.  That made it a massive upgrade.

So, I went home feeling almost glorious.  I’d found a piece of gear I could use, and not for Djinn form!

Savar logged on and asked to come up as I was heading home, and she was waiting by the back door when I arrived, carrying a basket.  She followed me up to the fourth floor, which was my living space  “And here we are, my first chance to celebrate,” she said brightly.  “I have four new recipes using those cooking mats we got from our monster hunting session, so we’re gonna give them a try.”

“Works for me, I have something to celebrate myself.  I got a leather belt from a ruin!”


“Really?” she gasped.  “That’s awesome!  Tell me you equipped it!”

“Of course I did,” I said, touching the belt with a grin.  “That’s one piece of Champion’s Raiment I won’t have to get!”


“Good for you!  You’re not the only one that got lucky today.  Or last night, I should say,” she said.   With a dazzling smile, she pointed at the leather straps that crossed between her furry, exposed breasts.  “Doesn’t this look a little different, Xen?”


“I’m not—well, it’s a different shade.”  I gasped.  “You got a drop!”


“I got a drop!” she said excitedly.  “Leather tunic that I converted to a Savasa racial appearance!  It dropped off a monster we managed to kill!”


“Congratulations!” I said excitedly.  “That’s a great day!”


“You said it!” she laughed.  “Okay, so do you want suntouched elk flank steaks or scarfang prowler stew?” she asked with a smile.  “I have the mats to make two servings of both of them.”


“Let’s try the steaks,” I proffered.  “Any veggie dishes you can make?”


“Yeah, but I only have the mats to make one garlic baked deeprock potato and one portion of aborian moonstalk chutes,” she answered.  “We can split them.”


“Sure.”


The food was incredible, but it was the company that made it so good.  We both reveled in our respective accomplishments that day, Savar talking eagerly about her guild killing about fifteen monsters and her getting a drop yesterday, and me telling her about my plans to use Succor to explore the most remote, distant parts of the Twin Worlds.  After dinner, we sat on the couch and continued talking as we watched another shiziki game, this one her Sao Paolo team playing the Caracas Black Pirates, but she wasn’t quite as into the game this time.  Maybe it was because it wasn’t Federation shiziki, maybe because she was more excited about her day than the game, but I rather enjoyed being the center of her attention.


There was no other place I wanted her to look but at me.


That startled me, so much that after I logged out a half hour later, I had to sit on the edge of my bed and consider what was going on.  Was I…was I falling for Savar?  It sounded absolutely crazy.  I mean, she didn’t look like that in real life.  I had no idea who she was in real life, what she looked like.  She was a player in a game.  How could I be falling in love with a woman who wasn’t entirely real?  I mean, yeah, Savar is real enough, but I don’t think who she is in the game is who she is in real life.  I’m certainly not.  I’m a meek, timid introvert in real life, where in the game, I’m a much more self-confident, assured, assertive man.  The game lets me be something much more than myself without fear, and it wasn’t a stretch to think that Savar was the same.  What was she like in real life?  Was she old?  Young?  She was Shio, so would she act in a way I could understand?  Even though Shio do look exactly like humans, just with green skin, they’re not.  They have a very different culture from us, with their own deep, impressive history and traditions.  And I don’t know very much about them.  Had she lived long enough among us humans to understand us and our society?

I had no idea.


And what would she think of me?  I was no catch.  I live in a tiny efficiency apartment.  I have a dead-end job with no hope of upward mobility.  I live an intensely private life, almost afraid of other people, always keeping my head down, always finding excuses to avoid other people.  I have all of one friend in the entire world, Mrima.  I live a life of constant nagging, nameless fear, trying to find my way out of the dark place the subjugation left me in after the Trillanes were forced off Earth.  About the ony thing I have going for me is my looks.  I’m not ugly, but I’m not really all that handsome either, but I am in fairly good shape despite spending most of my free time laying in my bed.  I do work out in the gym here in my building quite a bit, precisely because I sit all day for my job and lay down all evening to play CO.


Yeah, all I have to offer a girl is the fact that I run two miles a day and I’m not fat.

Wow.  That makes me such a keeper.


I thought about it a long time, until I worried myself nearly into a panic attack over it.  I left the apartment and went for a walk on the beach south of Jacksonville in the moonlight to clear my head, letting the sound of the waves crashing on the beach soothe me and calm down my racing thoughts.  I wasn’t the only person on the beach at that time of night, because not every species that lived on Earth now was active during the day.  The nocturnal races loved to come out to the beach at night, when it wasn’t busy at all, and when the sun was down and they felt much more comfortable.

And often, people left things behind on the beach.  I almost stumbled over a pair of wikli sticks that someone had forgotten, which were bamboo sticks used by the Jirunji to play a game kind of like pickle ball, just on a beach and without a net.  The objective of the game was to use your wikli stick to catch a wooden ring and return it back to your opponent, trying to make them miss it and have it land on the ground inside the field of play.  There was no net in wikli, just a playing area where each player had to stay inside a box that was about three meters away from the other player, but the scoring area was another box behind the player box, which gave the player the chance to catch the ring.  The sticks they used were made of bamboo here on Earth, because they had to have a very strong yet flexible wood, and they were about 170 centimeters long.  I picked them up and looked around to see if anyone was around, but they’d clearly been forgotten by whoever had been here.  They were half-buried in the sand.  I dug around in the sand and found the ring, which was about a 40 centimeters wide and surprisingly heavy, made of a dense, strong wood like oak.

I had no idea what to do with them.  I couldn’t just leave them on the beach, someone might trip over them the way I did.  They were in good condition, I didn’t want to just throw them in the trash, whoever owned them may come back to look for them.  These were good quality sticks, they weren’t cheap.  I could take them up to the picnic tables by the parking lot and leave them there.  If whoever owned them came back, they’d find them there and take them home.


That’s one good way Earth had changed, I suppose.  Nowadays, if you left something of value on a table and walked away, it would still be there when you came back.  People were much more honest and considerate now than they were when I was a kid, when I had to lock my bike up every time I left it or it would be gone when I came back.  If I left the wikli sticks on the table, nobody would really bother them until it was obvious they’d been forgotten, much as I was only taking the sticks to keep someone from getting hurt by tripping over them.  If not for that, I’d leave them right where I found them.


So, I walked to the nearest walkway up over the dunes and saw the picnic tables that were commonly at the entrances to the beach as I came over the curve of the walkway over the dune.  I slowed to a stop, however, when I saw a small group of older teenagers and young adults, sitting at the tables and drinking.  While Earth was much safer, it still wasn’t entirely safe, especially for humans.  Not because of the other races, but because troublemakers wouldn’t take on something like an Urumi or an Ubutu.  The other races were unknown factors, they may have claws or venom or were inhumanly strong, where humans knew exactly what humans were.


My suspicions were right.  A couple of them took notice of me as I moved to turn around, and the largest of them stood up.  “Now why would you turn around and go the other way, neighbor?  Aren’t we all friends here?” he asked, which made a few of his friends snicker.


Oh, great.


“I was going to leave these on the table for whoever left them,” I said.  “I don’t want any trouble.”


“Trouble?  What kind of trouble could there be?” big guy asked with an edge to his amused voice.  “You’re the one causing trouble with your unfriendliness.  Just automatically assuming that we’re not fine, upstanding citizens?  Why, I’m feeling insulted!”


“So am I, Mick,” one of the girls giggle.


“You hear that?  You’ve hurt Mary’s feelings.  I think you’d better apologize,” he ordered.


I’ve seen shit like this before, back in the subjugation.  There was no way out of this situation without a fight.  Even if I apologized, the big one would just push and push and push, force me to humiliate myself for their amusement.  And something in me wasn’t going to stand for that.  Not this time.


Not again.  Never again.


I pocketed the ring and took a wikli stick in each hand, then took a step back and spread my feet.  I had no idea why I did that, or what I was doing, but it felt right.  “I’m leaving,” I declared in a calm, firm voice.

“Not until you say you’re sorry,” the big one said, in a much more hostile tone.  “And maybe not until you empty your pockets.”


“Piss off, budger,” I retorted.  Where did that come from?


His face turned flat, and out of nowhere, he produced a long-bladed knife.  “Nobody calls me a budger, dickface,” he said in a hiss.  “You have no idea what it means.”


“Farm nine, Apara Province,” I said.

“What’s that mean?” one of the girls whispered.


“He was one of the slaves the Trillanes put on the farms,” the other girl whispered back.


“You’re a fellow picker, and you call me a budger?” big guy said hotly.


“I don’t see the scar on the side of your neck,” I said, pointing with a stick at the left side of my neck.  There was a fifteen centimeter scar there.   “That makes you a budger.”


The scar.  Every farm worker who worked out in the fields has that scar, a scar that both identifies us and unites us as brothers and sisters.  It was from the ID chip they implanted in us, which also had a locater in it so they could hunt us down if we ran away.  The way they implanted them left a distinctive scar on the sides of our necks, and that scar itself separated the pickers, people who worked out in the fields, from the budgers, the suck-ups and toadies that curried favor with the guards and got soft, cushy jobs for their capitulation.  Odds were, big guy there worked on a farm, he had to in order to know to call me a picker, but he worked in the barracks, or in the barn, or a shop, or in the admin building, in a job where he got to sit on his ass and play games over Civnet while the rest of us worked ourselves to death out in the fields.  We pickers had a particular loathing of budgers, the sell-outs that watched us suffer as they slept in air conditioned private rooms and cozied up to the guards.


The word budger was a corrupted form of the Faey word buje, which meant traitor.

He lunged, but it was like he was moving in slow motion.  I saw him coming, saw the angle of the knife, and I reacted with smooth, fluid motion.  I parried the knife blade with one stick and then rapped him across the side of the face as I sidestepped him with the other, making him stumble forward and nearly fall down.  He whirled on me, blood trickling from his nose, and tried to stab me again as the others gasped and backed off quickly—they clearly wanted nothing to do with this—but I slipped aside with almost ridiculous ease.  I very nearly tried to Flame Strike him, but instead jammed the end of my left stick into his throat, making him stagger back and wheeze hoarsely.

That was—I was fighting like I was in the game!  Just without using active sword skills!


Holy crap!  I’d learned how to fight for real just by playing the game!


It clicked.  In an instant, it clicked.  Basic sword skills weren’t guided by the game’s player assist algorithms once you got the skill past a certain point, because it didn’t need to help you anymore.  You were skilled enough in reality to do it yourself.  You learned as the AI guided your movements, teaching you how to move, how to react, how to shift your weight, how to strike without overextending, how to use the available terrain to your advantage, learning how to react to the movements of a weapon.  The techniques I learned in the game translated to real life, and had honed my reflexes to give me the reaction speed to take on big guy and his knife.  I was even using the same combat stance, and was dual wielding almost without thought!  As long as I didn’t try to Sword Blitz him or use any of my other attack skills, I could fight!


It felt different.   I didn’t have the strength or agility I had in the game, but I was in fairly good shape and I was always very graceful, and those allowed me to fend off big guy and his knife, almost easily.  He tried to stab me or slash me several times, but I was able to parry or evade every attempt with confident, flowing movements.  It was like I was fighting a low-skill monster in faction territory, this guy wasn’t half as fast or as strong as the opponents I was used to fighting.  His movements were quick, but they were unskilled, even clumsy, and he had no sense of balance.  That made it easy for me to hold him off using the narrow confines of the walkway, where the rails hemmed him in and kept him from trying to get to my outside.  With me having two weapons with longer reach and holding the center of the walkway, I had the advantage.


He finally made a mistake too egregious for me to pass up.  I caught his knife in a scissor between my wikli sticks, then I wrested it out of his hand with a torqued jerk to the side and rotation of my arms and wrists, moving aside and upwards and wrenching his wrist.  The knife sailed over the walkway, and I took him down in a matter of seconds with a series of whip-like strikes from the wikli sticks against his head and face, leaving him writhing on the walkway, his boots kicking against the support post of the rail as both arms wrapped tightly around his head.


“Anyone else?” I demanded of his friends, who were watching from a generous distance.  They were all the way out in the parking lot.  “Then I’m leaving.  Pick him up and get out of here.  I won’t call the police this time, but I won’t be that nice again.  And if you come out onto the beach after me, I’ll do way more than just smack you with a wikli stick,” I warned.  I then backed slowly away from the kicking man, and when I was a good ten meters away from them, then I turned and walked back to the beach.

Slowly.  I didn’t run, didn’t let them think I was afraid.  And in a way, I wasn’t.  I’d just beaten down a man using a knife, and I was still almost dazed over finding out that playing CO had just had a very real benefit.  The sword skills I learned playing the game, I could use in real life.


I felt something…change.  I’d just faced down someone that wanted to hurt me, and I put him on the ground.  I’d protected myself, but more important, I’d stood up for myself.  I hadn’t let what they’d done to me in that farm cause me to give in.  But that wasn’t all.  I just found out I could fight.  I’d been trained to fight in the game, by the game, and the skills I learned playing CO had protected me in the real world.  I’m not sure that was entirely what the game was supposed to do, but there was no doubt.  The moves I used with the wikli sticks were just as if I were dual wielding my Dark Blades of Kirizaki in the game…just with shorter weapons.  And I’d even taken the shorter, lighter weapons into account, almost instinctively, when I fought back against the guy with the knife.

For the first time in years, since I was in high school, I didn’t feel weak.  Vulnerable.  I didn’t submit when I was intimidated, I didn’t run away.  I stood my ground, and when I was threatened, I fought back.  And I fought back with skill, with skills I didn’t even know I had until the moment of truth.

Citadel Online was just a game, but the fighting skills it taught had carried over into the real world.  And they were enough to protect me when I needed it most.

The next day, I spent maybe a little more time than I should doing a little research over Civnet when I should have been working.


I looked for any instances where people playing jacked simsense games like Vanguard or CO were demonstrating real-world ability with the skills they learned in the game, but I didn’t find very much.  I found several articles about how many militaries were now using simsense programs to train their soldiers, providing ultra-realistic simulations that helped them hone their skills…but those were skills they learned in the real world.  Were they being taught those skills in the simsense, then using them in reality?  That was what I wanted to know, because that’s what had happened to me.  I’d learned how to fight using swords in Citadel Online, and unlike things like the in-game languages that I forgot the moment I logged out, that weren’t part of my own memory, the sword training I’d undergone for years in the game had stayed.  What was it about the sword training that made it different from things like languages?


I did more searching during lunch, not leaving my cubicle, but again found nothing definitive.


After work, when I would have run straight home to log on, I instead stopped by a fabrication shop and picked up an order I placed just after lunch, picking up two replica swords that were the same length, weight, and appearance as the swords I use in the game. They weren’t sharpened and were made of synthplas instead of metal, but everything else about them was faithful to my swords in the game, even down to the wrappings on the hilts and the engravings on the blades.  For all intents and purposes, they looked like decorations, but they were made of high strength synthplas, which would make them harder than steel.  I took them with me to the gym in my building, and where I usually would have went to the treadmill or the exercise bike or the rowing machine, I went into one of the empty studio rooms where they did aerobics and had dance and tumbling classes.  When they didn’t have classes, they were free for anyone to use.  I then went through the forms I’d learned in Citadel Online, which were taught by the skill assist algorithm at first, and then stopped once the players could do it themselves.


I worked for nearly an hour, and learned a whole lot.  My sword skills weren’t as good in reality as they were in the game, but I knew what the hell I was doing.  I was fluid and graceful, knew almost without thinking how to move my two swords so they complemented one another, knew how to shift my weight, where to set my feet, how to move my body to get maximum power but without overextending, which would leave me open to counterattack.  I also learned that I was nowhere near as strong, agile, or durable as I was in the game.  I could fight for a solid hour in the game without getting out of breath, and was strong enough to arm wrestle an ogre, and could walk a tightrope without it so much as shivering under my feet.  But those were game stats, when my real body was nowhere near that superhuman.  My arms started to burn after about twenty minutes of practice, and I got winded after another five minutes.  And my avatar in the game was way way way more limber than my real body.  I felt the tightness in my joints with many of the moves, meaning I didn’t have the flexibility to pull off some of the moves I’d learned in the game.  My real body wasn’t used to this kind of exertion, most of the exercises I do are like jogging and the exercise bike, keeping my weight down and mostly working my legs.  The rowing machine was the closest thing to an arm workout I did, and it clearly wasn’t enough to allow me to swing the swords for very long before I started to tire.

But I will say this.  Practicing with the swords was one hell of a workout.  Muscles I didn’t know I had were burning by the time I decided to call it a day.


But the hour in the studio told me a whole lot.  I retained almost all of the skills I’d learned in CO with swords, but only the basic sword skill.  I could mimic the movements of some of my attacking sword skills, like Mortal Strike, Flame Strike,  Doom Blade, and the rest, but they didn’t have the same effect…obviously.  And some of them were actually impractical in real life.  Attempting to use Mortal Strike in the real world nearly made me lose my balance and fall flat on my face.  Blade Dance’s scissor attack, though, that was a viable move in the real world.  It had a lot of setup with me having to cross my arms and the swords in front of me, leaving me open for a split second, but it could theoretically be used.  And moves like Sword Blitz, Triple Strike, Flurry, Sword Barrier, Wind Shear, Cross Defense, they were completely impossible, they relied on the game’s physics engine, and that wasn’t the physics of real life.  So, I couldn’t do the fancy sword attack and defense skills, but the basic techniques I had mastered with Sword skill had carried over into the real world.  I’d learned them for real, not just in the game, and those skills were not part of the game-only memories that I forgot when I logged off, then remembered again when I logged back on.

Jacks made that possible.  A part of my memory when it came to CO was actually in the game program in my vidlink, it acted as an extension of my brain where those “memories” were stored, in the form of data.  I couldn’t access that memory when I wasn’t logged into the game, but when I was, it was just like any other of my other memories.


I found out that it wasn’t just sword skills I learned.  After my arms burned too much from swinging the swords, I set them down and tried the unarmed combat skills I learned in the game.  And those too carried over.  There were no official martial arts styles like karate and kung fu in the game, there was just one style that used elements of several martial arts disciplines.  I found it quite surprising that I knew how to execute the punches and kicks, knew how to move to keep my balance.  I’d bet that if I sparred against an opponent, I’d be able to hold my own.

I suddenly felt like Neo from the Matrix movies.  “I know Kung Fu!”  It was almost a jolt to find out that the skills I used in a game could be used in the real world…at least with some practice.  My avatar in the game is far stronger and more agile than I am in reality, so I’d have to train the skills I use with a different body to this one.

After I was done, I sat cross-legged on the mat in the studio and considered this.  Just how many skills from the game had become part of my real life memory?  Could I shoot a bow as well as I could in the game?  Make maps as well as I could in the game?  Why did only certain skills carry over into the real world when others didn’t?  Should I tell someone?  Contact the game devs and tell them what happened to me?


No, no, hell no.  If they didn’t drag me into a hospital to find out what was wrong, they might shut down CO.  And no way was I letting that happen, I love the game too much to do anything that might cause it to fold. What had happened to me wasn’t a bad thing.  It was unusual, yes, but it wasn’t bad.  It had possibly saved my life.  It hadn’t done any harm to me, and I didn’t feel in any way different or not right.  If I started feeling like something was wrong, I’d tell someone.  Until then, I’d keep my mouth shut.  I wouldn’t even tell Mrima and Savar.

But one thing I would do was start practicing the sword skills I learned in the game in real life.  I wanted to see just how much of it I’d absorbed, how much of it I could do.  I’d need to do some work in the gym and definitely do some stretching exercises, but I wanted to see just how good I could get.

I wanted to feel safe, and knowing how to use the swords, that had made me feel safe.  I wanted to continue to feel safe, that I could protect myself if I was ever in another situation like what happened last night.  I may not conveniently have wikli sticks with me next time…but there were things I could carry that were just as good, and were much smaller and easier to conceal

There were these super-neat items called bakku batons that were used by the Verutans.  They were made of this strange metal that could expand from the size of a marble to the size of a bowling ball by applying a power source to them, and what they did was make fighting rods out of them.  When contracted, they were the size of just the handle.  But when they were activated, the metal expanded out of the handle assembly and extended out nearly a meter long.  What I could do was order a custom version of bakku batons that would be just the hilt of the sword, and when you hit the button, boom, you had a full-length sword.  They could even make it sharp, but that would be against the law here on Earth.  But what I could do was order blunted versions, which would have the same weight, length, and feel of my swords, but wouldn’t have edges.  Those would be legal, and with them, I’d feel very safe if anyone ever tried to mug me again.

The only drawback was that they weren’t cheap.  A pair of custom bakku batons would cost me nearly five hundred credits, so that would be a very expensive security blanket.


I could get real weapons if I wanted them, though.  You could carry weapons if you had a permit, and permits weren’t outrageously hard to get.  You had to go to a series of classes and pass both a written test and a comprehensive practical exam to ensure that you knew how to use the weapon, and you also had to pass a background check to ensure you didn’t have a criminal record.


Written tests…that was it!  That was the difference between the skills!  There was a difference between physical skills and mental skills in the game, and I’d bet that the mental skills were saved in the vidlink’s memory where the physical skills had been absorbed by the player!

It made sense.  The skills that carried over into the real world were physical skills.  I’d practiced them in the game, learning how to move, learning how to keep my balance, honing my reflexes and reaction speed, developing muscle memory, and that must have been stored in my real brain instead of in the game’s player memory.  The skills that didn’t rely on muscle memory, like languages and other purely intellectual skills, they were stored completely in the game’s player memory.  Skills that used both, like tradeskills, they were stored in both places, leaving me with the physical skills to do the tradeskill but not the intellectual training to know how to do it right.  And because of that, those skills I picked up in the game that relied on physical activity were part of my permanent organic memory.  Even though I’ve never picked up a needle and thread in my life in the real world, I’d bet that the Tailoring skill I practiced in the game would allow me to sew the various stitches I learned in the game, because that was muscle memory.  I’d never done it before, but I’d bet money I could do saddle stitches.  I may not be very good at them, but I’d know how to do them.


I could.  I sat there and thought about it, about how to do a saddle stitch, and I could do it.  I’d have to practice to make them pretty, the game’s skill assist algorithm was what made them neat and symmetrical, but I knew the steps to do a saddle stitch.  The game taught them to me.  But what I didn’t know was when a saddle stitch was the best stitch to use in a garment.  I knew how to do all the stitches, but I didn’t know when to use which stitch, what purpose they served.  That was part of the intellectual side of the skill that was stored in my vidlink’s memory.

Wild.  Totally wild.  I could sew complex stitches, because of a game.  I could fight with swords, because of a game.  I could do martial arts, because of a game.

Who said that games were a complete waste of time?


It made me think for a minute.  Did your skills in the game increase because the RNG said they did, or beacause you learned, you got better at the skill, relied less on the skill assist algorithm?  No, not exactly.  The skill assist algorithm eventually stopped helping you, but that had nothing to do with your skill rating in the skill.  It stopped helping you when your real skill reached a point where it didn’t have to help you anymore.  The skill assist algorithm was actually completely separate from the skill rating system.  That was just game code and math, it calculated the damage dealt and whatnot.  The skill assist algorithm made sure that the moves you made matched your skill rating.  And someone like me, who was no longer aided by the skill assist algorithm when I used swords, had sufficient real world skill to not need its help anymore, at least for my basic sword skill.  It still kicked in when I did my sword attack skills like Sword Blitz and Mortal Strike, I think because those moves rely on the game’s physics engine, and thus I can’t do those moves in real life.  Granted, my skill was with my avatar body, which was stronger, faster, and more flexible than my real body, but I was still at that point.

I’d bet that I wasn’t the only one to have this happen, and I may not be the only one that figured it out.  If I put a bow in Savar’s real-world hand, I’d bet she’d be able to shoot with the skill of an Olympic archer.  I’d bet she too had picked up real skill in her in-game weapon of choice.


But, since I couldn’t find any articles or posts that mentioned it, it said that the others who figured this out were also keeping their mouths shut.  And if they were keeping their mouths shut, then so would I.


I can keep a secret.  It’s easy for people like me, who generally avoid other people.


I developed a new routine over the next couple of weeks that reduced my play time in CO and replaced it with skill training in the real world.

I took two hours out of my afternoon every day and devoted it to sword training and martial arts training in the gym downstairs.  I spent an hour a day working on my sword skills, and then after a rest break, I worked on my unarmed combat skills.  I felt myself get stronger and stronger over those two weeks, my body becoming more flexible as I did stretching exercises, and started to feel both better about my health and more confident about my life.


It was almost strange how a single fight could change someone’s entire outlook.  It was like that fight showed me that I wasn’t as helpless as I thought I was, and that if I could beat that guy with the knife, then there were other things in this world I could do that I would have never tried to do before.


But despite being the newer, more confident me, I was still an introvert that preferred my own company to others.  I just didn’t feel afraid to be in the same room with other people, at least not quite so much.


One of the ways that confidence showed was in the delivery that was made to my desk just before lunch on a Friday.  I’d given the company my work address because if you had it delivered to the building, the super had a terrible habit of making you wait or jump through hoops to get your package.  It was like he resented taking the packages of his tenants, so he got back at us by holding them back as long as he could without getting in trouble with his boss.

I couldn’t open the box, the company had a no weapons policy, so I stowed it under my desk and went to lunch.  I met Mrima at our usual table, and she was excited because she’d be going to Norfolk to see her kids after work.  She only went up every other weekend now, and she looked forward to the weekends when she did.  “I have some news today,” she said with a smile.  “Good news, but maybe bad news.”


“What is it?”


“I got a promotion,” she said.


“Congratulations!” I told her happily, reaching over and taking her small hand.  “Why is that bad news?”


“It’s to the office in Norfolk,” she told me.  “I’ll be moving next week, Kevin.  I’ll be right there for the kids, it’s going to save me a lot of money, but it does mean I’m going to be leaving you.  And I’m worried about it.”


“Pshaw, don’t worry about me, Mri, this is the best possible thing for you!  A pay raise and being right there in Norfolk?  You and the cubs can share an apartment!”


“No, I’m not going to do that to them,” she laughed.  “They’re out on their own now, Kevin, they deserve their own space.  But the one I’m worried about is you.  I don’t want you being down here by yourself, Kev,” she said, giving me an earnest look and patting my hand.  “So, I have a proposition for you.”


“What?”


“How good are you at math?”


“I did pretty well when I was in high school,” I shrugged.


“How would you like to enter the company’s accounting apprenticeship program?” she asked.  “When I’m a supervisor, I can get you into it.  It’s a three month course where they teach you basic accounting procedures and the math we use, and when you’re done, I’ll request you be transferred to Norfolk to apprentice in my office.  Apprentice accountants earn more than database managers, Kev,” she told me enticingly.  “And when you earn your certification, it’ll more than triple your salary.”

I gave her a surprised look, then took her tiny hands between my fingers.  “Mri, that’s so generous of you,” I told her.  “But I’ll be honest. I doubt I’d be a very good accountant.  Or a happy one.  But it touches me that you care so much that you’d do that just so we could keep having lunch together,” I said, patting her on the shoulder.


“Are you sure, Kev?” she asked, looking up at me.  “You’re not going to go anywhere if you stay in database management.  You know that.”


“I know, but I can be honest in saying that I’d rather be a happy data entry clerk than a miserable accountant,” I smiled gently.  “I don’t want to be a data entry clerk the rest of my life, but I do know that I’d hate being an accountant.”


She had to laugh.  “Hey, you’re insulting my profession, Kevin,” she said playfully.


“Accounting isn’t for everyone, Mri,” I told her. “To be honest, I have no idea what I want to do with my life.  I’ve been doing this job trying to figure it out,” I sighed, letting go of her hands so we could eat.  “It pays enough for me to tread water until I figure out which direction I want to swim in, I suppose.  I won’t be alone, so don’t worry.  Me and Savar are hanging out almost every day now, and I can see you in the game too.  We can just move from having lunch here to having dinner there.”


“It’s not the same.  You need a friend, Kevin, a real flesh and blood friend.  If all your friends are just in the game, you won’t have any reason to stay in the real world.  And you need to be here,” she told me in a motherly voice.


“I’ll be fine, Mri,” I told her assuringly.  “Trust me, the last couple of weeks have taught me that.  But I tell you what.  I’ll look over the company openings list and see if there’s an apprenticeship in there that appeals to me.  And if I do find one, I’ll apply for it.”


“You better. You’re way too smart to be here, Kevin,” she told me seriously.  “Once you find that job you’re looking for, you’re going to go far.  I know it,” she said confidently, giving me a nurturing smile. “As smart as you are, and as much as you’ve accomplished in CO, there’s no reason you can’t find the same success out here in the real world.  You just have to want it, Kevin, you have to want it enough to make it happen.”


I thought about what Mri said for the rest of the day, doing my work with mechanical efficiency, then I went home with my bakku swords, changed into my workout clothes, and practiced with them as I thought more about what she said.  What did I want to do with my life?  I had no idea.  Much as Savar had described her life after coming here as a refugee, I was just drifting.  I had no goals, no destination in mind.  I was working a dead-end job because it paid enough to meet my needs, but would never satisfy my desires.  But I really had no idea what I desired out of life.  I’d looked over the available apprenticeship programs, but none of them really appealed to me.  They were all the same, paperwork, bureaucracy, being cogs in the vast machine that was Merrane Macrotechnology.  I doubted my future was in the corporate world.  But if it wasn’t then what the hell did I want?  Did I want to join the military and be a soldier?


Hell no.  I’d be a horrible soldier after what the Trillanes did to me.  Psychologically scarred introverts like me have no business being soldiers.


Well then, what?  Start my own business?  Go into a hands-on trade like being a plasma systems tech or a mechanic?  Become a pilot?  A bus driver?

Nothing.  I didn’t want to do any of them.


What I was good at, what I liked to do, was Citadel Online.


Well, there were some people who earned money playing video games.  They made tutorials and other videos, they streamed their gameplay and other people paid them money to watch it.  We had people like that before the subjugation, the YouTubers, and now we had Civnet game streamers.  Some of them made a lot of money, enough to make a career out of it.


I did have all those recordings of my simsense stream I’d been saving.  I was going to edit and post them after I finished the Grand Crusade to let people see it from my perspective.  What if I posted up my recordings from the first chain of the quest?  Let them see how it began and what I did in the first steps?


I could do that.  I could edit out the parts that I didn’t want other players to see, some of my most secret secrets.  It wouldn’t give too much away, since I had the feeling that the Grand Crusade was almost over.  And with me now having Succor, I’d never be found by players looking to take a shot at me, players like Emelda.  I’d be in the most isolated, remote places in the game, the most far-flung wilderness where no other player dared to tread.  While everyone else was swarming over Citadel, I’d be in the farthest reaches of the Twin Worlds, exploring.


Doing what I love to do.


It wasn’t that hard to set up streaming accounts at the popular gaming sites.  CO Today had one, and quite a few champions from other servers posted videos and streamed their gameplay there.  And you could earn money from people watching your viddies, advertisers paid you to put their ads in your viddy.  I doubt I could ever earn enough to quit my job, but I could supplement my income and do something I enjoy doing.


People had asked me all those questions about soloing on the forum.  What if I put up a how-to viddy about high-end soloing?  If anything, I am something of an expert on the subject.  I could pull selected clips of my recordings and do a voiceover, explain what people were seeing and how it mattered.


That sounded…fun.  But, it would probably take forever, and right now, the Grand Crusade had priority.  I was currently halfway through the third quest in what I thought was the last chain, where we were gathering NPC allies to face the Kanlon and their allies.  I was currently in the Endless March north of the Sea of Grass, negotiating with the centaurs for them to send warriors to aid the player factions.  After all, the Kanlon and their seaborne allies would march right through centaur territory, so it behooved them to join the alliance to oppose them.  The last two quests had also been about gathering support, moving us towards the big battle I was more and more certain was coming.  Since I was friendly with so many NPC factions, King Gerin was abusing my contacts to have me go out an gather as many allies as possible.


My quests were very different from the other Champions.  Currently, Savar and all the champions in her faction were doing a quest to protect their territory from Sahaugin incursions, fighting skirmishes along the coastline. I wanted to help them, but my own quests were keeping me busy, and mine were ones I could really only do alone.

Funny, that.  When I finally wanted to do quests with someone else, the quests I was getting were forcing me to do them alone.


Savar was still very much on my mind, almost all the time.  I really did think I was falling for her, but I had no doubt that she would find the idea of falling in love in a game to be silly, maybe even frightening, so I was keeping my growing feelings to myself.  I treated her as the friend she was, we still tried to get together when we could and share dinner or watch a shiziki game, but I tried to keep things squarely in the friend zone.  Savar was my friend, and I didn’t want to lose her as a friend by trying to be something more.


Besides, in the game, she was a Savasa, and I’m a human.  We’re two very different species, and I’m not even sure we’d be…you know…compatible.  She has fur, a tail, and a muzzle, for Pete’s sake.  She doesn’t have prehensile lips, so she can’t even kiss.  And behind the avatar was a Shio, a very different race from me, with their own culture and society.  I know that there are some interracial relationships on Earth, but I’m not sure if humans and Shio get along, you know, romantically.


Anatomically, though, Shio girls were exactly like human girls.  The only way they were different was the green skin and green blood, and Shio had a higher body temperature than we did, so their skin was hot to the touch.


I’m sure that to her, I’d be cold to the touch.  I doubt that would be much of a turn-on.

It wasn’t what she looked like that attracted me, though.  It was who she was that I was falling in love with.  She was smart, funny, witty, a touch mischievous, and she was confident and strong, and I admired that in a woman.  The real woman behind Savar could be fat and ugly, and I don’t think I’d care that much, because I was falling for her without ever seeing her.

After finishing my workout, I went upstairs and logged on, then finished my quest as I waited for Savar to log in as well.  She still hadn’t logged in when I returned to Freeport, and to both my delight and frustration, I was given a hurry up and wait quest.  That freed me up to do other stuff, and naturally, I returned to Citadel and geared up to do some ruin exploration until Savar was on and I could go help her with her quest.  I’d been working in as much skill training as I could to raise Blademaster, and had even gotten some experience with my new parry skill.  I’d had some NPC friends of mine in the factions I negotiated with shoot blunted arrows at me so I could learn how to parry them, at least after I assured them I wouldn’t get mad if they hit me by accident.  That training was very useful and productive, teaching me how to track an arrow, and how to set my blade so it hit my sword at an angle and then deflected to the side.  It wasn’t the same as parrying a weapon, and I had the feeling that parrying projectile-based spells and Ancient Skills would also be different, but it gave me a good foundation on which to build as I learned how this new skill worked.

I got in about an hour of exploration before Savar logged on.  I didn’t find anything noteworthy outside of a small leather pouch with an interesting design on it that hinted to me that it was magical—I wasn’t about to drop my guard enough to use Appraise Item out here—so I put it in item storage and got back into the air, high enough to be out of reach of most monsters but low enough for me to see small details on the ground.  As usual, she contacted me almost as soon as she logged in.  “Back on Citadel, you finish your quest?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a wait quest now.  I must be waiting for another champion to finish his before I get the next one,” I answered as I flew slowly over the treeptops of the Twilight Grove in Djinn form, keeping my eye on a pair of astral wolves.  Those were hostile to my Djinn form, they could see through my Improved Invisibility, and they had a ranged attack.  If they looked up and saw me, they might try to attack me.  I didn’t go any higher because there were some really big carnivorous birds out here that could also see through invisibility, and I didn’t feel like going high enough to get their attention.  I’d learned the hard way that staying just over the treetops was the safest place to be in this area  “Give me fifteen minutes, and I can come help you with your quest.”


“We finished just before I logged out last night,” she told me.  “So I have to go back to Savalda and see what I get next.  If I end up waiting too, how about some dinner?”


“I’d love some, but I don’t have any cooking mats.  I haven’t found much of anything this exploration run,” I told her, flying over a sun-dappled clearing.  “Right now I’m trying to get back to the city without getting eaten by something.”


“You know, I could come up and help you.”


“You, help me?  Ha!” I retorted playfully.  “That would violate the Solo Code of Honor!”


“Keep talking, mister solo master,” she shot back impishly.  “I’m sure you won’t be talking so big when I have to come and scrape you off the wall.”


“Hush, you.  I’ll be home in a little while.  Probably long before you get here.”


“No doubt.


I managed to get to the edge of the grove, and as I descended to change back to human form, a blinding flash and explosion threw me back into the air, the sky and ground trading places multiple times before a nearly stunning impact against a tree dumped me into a bush at its base.  My hair was on fire and I’d lost nearly 20% of my health.  I shook my head to shake out the cobwebs, and then heard a voice chanting the words of power to a spell.


Emelda!  It was Emelda!


I raced backwards around the tree trunk, and just in time.  A pillar of fire consumed it, roaring up over the trees, and I saw her as I glanced back.  She was up on one of her discs, looking right at me as she started chanting another spell, it was apparent she knew the Djinn was me.


Damn it damn it damn it!  I was so busy watching those wolves that I didn’t think to look up!  She’d been right over and behind me!

She must have been stalking me with Detect Player, and instead of attacking, she watched.  She must have seen me change back and forth between human and Djinn form while I was exploring, and then no doubt it all came together for her when I vanished from her Detect Player spell.  She now knew about my Djinn form, and that it allowed me to evade player detection spells.

I slid to a stop even as I shifted back into human form, my hand dipping into my Bag of Carrying.  I had several Plan Emeldas, each one covering a different contingency, and this one called for Plan D.  I whipped a large glowing red crystal out of my bag as she finished her spell and pointed at me, but I shattered it in my hand before her spell could go off.  A shimmering cube of pure energy surrounded me, and when her spell struck the face of it, that face vanished and a new face rotated towards her.


That would buy me time, but only about ten seconds.  If she was smart, she’d just cast five very fast spells at the Cube of Force to expend all six faces, and then she’d have a shot at me again.  But ten seconds was all I needed.  I pulled out another charm, another Lucilia Special, and then equipped another Crystal Shield on my left arm, an item she knew very well given I used it to make her eat one of her Conflagration spells the last time we tussled.  I activated the charm, causing it to crumble to dust, and felt its magic infuse me, then retrieved my Spider’s Fang from my item storage and nocked an arrow.


Emelda had a love of fire-based spells.  I was going to use that against her.


When the last face of the cube was gone, she got a clear view of me pointing an arrow at her.  She remembered what I did last time and had raised a barrier that protected her from arrows.  I used Imbue Arrow and fired anyway to deplete a charge off her shield, and that had results.  Her shield stopped the arrow, but it didn’t stop the lightning bolt, which penetrated her shield and did damage to her.  She shrugged off that hit, chanted words of power behind her shield, and then I raised the crystal shield to square off against her, sending my bow back to item storage and drawing one of my swords.

As I expected, she cast a weak spell to consume the shield, a Magic Missile spell.  Ten magical darts streaked away from her and raced towards me…ten projectiles.  The first would be reflected by the shield and then I’d eat the other nine…if I allowed it to happen.

I drew my other sword and set myself.  They seemed to slow down, my eyes were able to track them, and I knew exactly what to do.


I don’t think I ever did anything like that before, and I was glad as hell I was recording my simsense stream when I did it.  In a rapid succession of sweeping movements of my swords, I parried seven of the ten missiles.  The first four hit my swords and were disrupted, causing small explosions of magical energy, the fifth and sixth hit, I parried another, the seventh hit, and then I parried the last two.  Emelda’s face took on a shocked expression, utterly shocked, because she had never seen anyone deflect a spell with a sword.  And neither had I, for that matter, until I did it.


She was stunned into inaction for a critical moment, and I seized on her shock by turning and shifting back into Djinn form, then bolting towards the city…just not at full speed.  If I went full speed, I could have left her in the dust.

That was a ruse.  I had no intention of running this time, because I was sick and tired of this damned bitch.  I just wanted her to chase me, I wanted her to cast her most powerful fire nuke at me, because she had no idea that the effect of my consumable carried over to Djinn form.  I didn’t try to dodge or zigzag, I flew arrow straight back for the city just over the treeptops, and she did exactly what I expected her to do.  She was casting Cataclysm, her most powerful attack spell.

A fire spell.


Cataclysm hit like a Mack truck, but the balance of it was that it took a long time to cast.  She thought I was running, felt she had the time to cast a spell, that I wouldn’t get out of range before it went off.  She had no idea.  Absolutely no idea.


The spell went off, a massive meteor of fire that manifested high in the sky and then raced right at me.  I cleared the grove of trees, dropped to the ground, shifted back to human form, and didn’t even try to stop the spell with my crystal shield.  I needed it to hit me, and I needed it to hit for its full effect.


And it did.


We don’t feel pain in this game, just an awareness of damage, but that came close to pain.  The  consumable I used reduced my Fire Resistance and Magic Resistance against fire spells to zero, which allowed the spell to hit me for its full damage, unresisted, unreduced.  But the effect also wouldn’t allow the spell to kill me.  The spell’s raw power took all my remaining health, reducing me to just one hit point, and she lost sight of me in the explosion that followed the meteor strike.  She didn’t see a black nimbus form around my hand, but she saw it when the fire and smoke cleared, saw me pointing the palm of my enshrouded hand at her.

She had no idea what was about to happen.


The spell had absorbed nearly 10,000 points of fire damage, the full unresisted power of her spell.  I only have 4,112 hit points, so it was massive overkill, it would have one-shot me even at full health twice over.  The spell had taken the remaining 80% of my health bar, and that was the number that mattered here.  The consumable was an extremely powerful, rare, and dreadfully expensive consumable known as the Periapt of Charred Magic, which was fueled by fire-based magic.  I thrust my hand upwards at her, and the black nimbus around my hand turned into a bolt of black magic, lancing up through the smoke and dust and striking her in the chest.  It initially did nothing, just surrounded her with a dark aura, but I was sure she was seeing the debuff in her field of vision.  She hit me for 80% of my health with that attack, and now that debuff would prevent her from using anything magical for twice that percentage in seconds, or 160 seconds.  For two minutes and 40 seconds, she would be unable to cast any spell, use any magic-based skill or ability, or use any consumable that involved magic.


And the first aspect of that effect manifested, when the disc on which she was standing burned away to nothing, charred by her touch.


The gamble of using Charred Magic was that the debuff was on me as well, for the same amount of time, so I couldn’t use any magic either.  That meant that I had one hit point, and I couldn’t heal using a totem until Charred Magic ended.  So I had to kill Emelda without being hit even once.


Given she was a spellcaster and had just fallen a considerable distance, taking fall damage, I’d take that gamble.


And she did the first thing I expected.  She turned, and she ran.


I raced after her on foot—I can’t take Djinn form with Charred Magic in effect—moving through the brush and getting out of her sight, then I flanked her, ran up a leaning tree, then jumped off and blindsided her.  Her eyes widened as she saw me suddenly appear, swords out and in the air hurtling right at her, but she didn’t freeze.  She tried to evade, but I was right on top of her, slashing her across her left side as I came down, rolling through and back to my feet as she tumbled, a wide glowing red slash across her side.  I’d taken nearly 5% of her health with that strike.



“Are you going to run or fight?  I only have one hit point.  All you have to do is scratch me with your dagger, and I’ll die.  I won’t even use any of my sword skills.  I’ll kill you with basic sword attacks, when I could Doom Blade you here and now and most likely kill you.  You’ll never get another chance like this,” I said tauntingly. “Or are you so one-sided that you can’t even manage that without your magic?”


She snarled at me and yanked out her dagger, holding it point-down so she could stab at me overhanded.  I gave her a mocking, flourishing bow, then waded right in.

She had some skill with a dagger, but she simply didn’t have enough.  She wielded it with confident skill, but she found her every attempt to stab or slash me parried or avoided, while my swords used their superior reach to bite into her again, and again, and again, and again, whittling her health down.  Her health steadily dwindled as the seconds counted down, as she shifted from trying to kill me to stalling for time, trying to get the debuff to drop off so she could finish me off with magic.


The fury in her eyes turned to fear as she realized that she wasn’t going to make it, that I would kill her before the debuff faded.  That made her attack with her dagger in an absolute frenzy, trying to get that one hit on me that would kill me.  When I had her under 10%, she went even more crazy, whipping and swinging and stabbing with her dagger almost mindlessly, and to my surprise, she had tears in her eyes.

I’m sure to her, it was almost a gut punch.  The debuff had just nine seconds left on it when I disarmed her, kicked her backwards, and then finished her, taking the last of her health.  Her body collapsed to the ground, I gained a Champion’s Point, and my Champion of Champions quest updated to show my victory over the high elf champion.  But I didn’t care about that.  I was honestly concerned about her, to the point where I healed myself with a few totems, sheathed my swords, then sat down next to her body.  She’d come back to it to recover her gear, and I wanted to talk to her.  The tears, the look in her eyes, I’d never seen anything like it.  It disturbed me, really disturbed me, like I’d shattered her entire world.  Savar said she took this game way too seriously, and now that was in the back of my mind.


I don’t play this game to hurt people.


She came through a gap in the trees and stopped dead, gaping at me.  She was still crying, her eyes haunted, standing there naked as a jaybird (we reincarnate naked, making the run back to your corpse a bit humiliating), then she dropped to her knees well outside of my reach.  “Are you taking my title?” she croaked.


“No.  I want to talk to you, now that this is out of the way,” I replied in a gentle voice.  I sent my swords into item storage, which made her give me a strange look.  “Go ahead and take your gear back.  I won’t try to stop you.”


She did so, rather quickly, and almost looked ready to either attack me or run away.  But she just stood there, her eyes still haunted, tears still on her cheeks.  “Have a seat,” I said, motioning in front of me.  She slowly walked over, as if she were a child caught misbehaving by her parents, then demurely seated herself.  “I think that right now, you’re starting to understand that I am not someone you’re going to kill easily, Emelda.  I may not have your gear, but what I do have are plans, as well as very deep pockets that I’m willing to spend on very exotic consumables to counter your magic.  And now that you’ve seen my little Djinn secret, you understand just how hard it’s going to be for you to find me when this is done.  Once the Grand Crusade is over, Emelda, no spell you’ll ever find or research is going to track me down.  I told you before I could vanish off the face of the Twin Worlds, and now I think you understand that I was being deadly serious.

“Now, we can spend the rest of our game lives scratching at each other like to angry cats, or we can end this here and now.  You once offered me a win trade to get the mount.  Well, I don’t want the mount, but you do.  So here’s the deal.  I’ll allow you to kill me so you get credit for me in your mount quest, and in return, you leave me alone,” I said intensely.  “You let everything else go, and from here on out, when we have to work together to finish the Grand Crusade quests, we do it to the best of our ability, together.  You can choose, Emelda.  Keep hating me for what happened and never get what you want, or leave it behind us and get the mount.  I’ll let you think about that for a few minutes,” I said calmly.

“What is that?  The Djinn,” she said, sniffling.  “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“It’s a Legendary skill called Touched by the Djinn,” I said honestly.  “What makes it so powerful is that when I take Djinn form, the game no longer sees me as a player.  So Detect Player spells don’t work on me, and monsters that aren’t hostile to the Djinn in the game won’t attack me.  I use it to slip past hostile monsters and NPCs, and it’s one of the secrets of why I’m such a good explorer.  I can avoid a lot of fights using Djinn form because I can fly and because I’m not seen as a player.”


“I can see why,” she said, then she wiped her eyes with the palm of her hand.  She was quiet a long moment, then took a breath.  “Alright.  If you let me get credit for you for the mount, I’ll stop chasing you.  That’s what I want the most.”


“Alright then,” I said, standing up.  “Go ahead and buff up, and I’ll meet you at the graveyard as soon as you get there.  We’ll do it there, so I can reclaim my gear inside the graveyard safe zone.”


She gave me a long look, and I could see it in her eyes.  She thought I was lying, that I was getting her hopes up and then would just walk away, that I was toying with her.


“Or I can wait for you to be ready and we can go together,” I amended calmly.  “It’s your choice.”


I saw something in her eyes change, and she looked down at her hands.  “Why?” was all she said.


“Because I don’t play this game to hurt other people,” I told her simply.  “I know what it’s like to have someone tear away everything you care about, laugh in your face, and feel absolutely powerless to stop it.  I treated you the way the Trillanes treated me when I was on a work farm, and for that, I’m sorry.”


To my surprise, she buried her face in her hands and sobbed.  I stood there, not sure what to do, then she looked up at me, her eyes haunted and her expression horrified.  “Farm sixteen, Meria Province.  Two years, three months.”

“Farm nine, Apara Province, three years, six months.”


“Brother,” she said through her tears.


“Sister,” I said with a respectful nod.  “We stand together.”


“We stand together,” she repeated.


We stand together was our motto, our slogan, and it was often the only thing we had.  On the farms, we pickers were a family, and we looked out for each other.  We made sure the hungry were fed, that people who lost clothes got new ones, that the sick were protected until they got well.  The only way we survived that hell was by standing together.


I stepped over to her and offered her my hand.  She took it, her eyes still sheened with tears, and I helped her to her feet.  “Now let’s go get you one step closer to your mount, sister,” I told her.


Her expression was chagrined, almost anguished.  “If I’d have known—“


“We all have our secrets, Emelda.  And that part of my life is something I don’t like to think about.”

“Rita,” she corrected.  “My name is Rita.”


“I’m Kevin,” I returned.  “And I know that if you knew I was a picker too, you wouldn’t have come after me.  We stand together.”

She gave me a sudden, earnest embrace.  “I’m so sorry.  I would never hurt a brother.”


“Apology accepted,” I told her warmly, patting her on the back.  “And if anyone asks me, I’ll tell them you got me fair and square.”


She gave a wan laugh.  “No wonder you’re so good,” she said.  “You were a picker so long, you have to be smart to survive that hell for three and a half years.”


“I was one of the first people put on a farm,” I sighed as I let go of her, and we started walking back towards the city.  “I was only seventeen.  But they didn’t care.  All they saw was a slave that was in good enough shape to handle the work,” I said stonily.

“It sounds like you play this game for the same reason I do.  Here, I can forget about the farm.”


“We never forget, Rita,” I told her.  “All we can do is learn how to live with the memory.”


It made sense.  She was so into this game because in a way, she was like me.  This reality was better than the one we left behind.  Here, we were powerful, formidable people.  We were never slaves, we never had our minds raked over the coals by sadistic guards.  Here, we had power, the power to protect ourselves, to ensure that nobody ever did anything like that to us again.  It explained her irrational hatred of me.  In her eyes, I’d broken up her guild, her family, and that struck at the core of her entire identity.  And she must have felt betrayed by those who quit the guild over what she did, because she did it for her family.  She was trying to advance one of her guildmates by taking my title and letting him claim it, and while how she did it was dirty, all that mattered to her was that she was helping her family.

We all did things we weren’t proud about on the farm.


I was a  man of my word.  When we reached the graveyard, I put my gear in item storage to reduce my hit points and magic resistance, and I let her kill me.  When I reincarnated barely five meters away, I put my gear back on and came back over to her, reclaiming the last couple of pieces of gear off my prior body.  When it was completely looted, it vanished in a puff of magical motes.  “Good luck with the rest of them,” I told her.


“I only need six more,” she told me.


“Then it won’t take you too long,” I said.


“Can…can we talk sometime?” she asked me, almost timidly.  “I’ve never met another picker in the game.”


“The Plucky Scrub is my shop,” I told her without hesitation.  “I think the name probably gives that away to the more observant players.”


“You living up here, or still in Freeport?”


“Here now,” I replied.  “Living in Freeport doesn’t get you very far, since nobody ever goes there.  Having a shop up here gives me a chance to actually make money.”


She chuckled.  “I know that feeling.  I have a house and a shop in Astralar, where I sell my tailoring goods.”  That was the high elf capitol.  “It totally changed how I play the game.  Heck, sometimes I log in just to watch viddy in my house.  My house here is way better than my apartment in real life.”


I had to laugh.  “I know that feeling.  I live in one of those little efficiency apartments, you know, the shake and bake buildings they built to ease the housing shortage after they made Earth nuetral,” I admitted.  “The apartment over the shop in my house in Freeport isn’t much bigger than it is.  But now I have this three story townhouse with my own private garden on top in the game.  It makes me never want to log out and look at my apartment.”


She laughed.  “Exactly.  Get Succor as soon as you can.”


“I have it.  I just can’t use it,” I told her.  “Fifty points to go until I can learn it.”

“Then you’re all set once you grind out the points,” she said with a smile.


When we reached the scion, we attracted a little attention.  Most veterans on the server were well aware of the history the two of us had, so no doubt they were shocked to see us walking side by side without trying to kill each other.  “If you need help with your Champion quests, I’m available,” I told her.  “As long as the rest of your guild doesn’t mind.”

“I’ll probably take you up on that,” she told me.

“You know where to find me.  Just tell the Djinn that works in my shop, Avrazzi, you want to see me.  If I’m home, he’ll come up and get me.”


“Alright.  Thank you, Xen.  For everything.”


“Any time,” I told her, taking her hand.  “See you the next time we have a common quest.”


She nodded, then stepped back into the scion and cast Teleport, and then she vanished in a wavering blue flash of magic.


Naturally she’d have Teleport.


“Dude, we heard you two hate each other,” someone said to me.


“We both found out that life is too short to hate,” I answered.  “So the feud is over.”

Savar came to the house about half an hour later, and she was a bit shocked…word had already gotten out that me and Emelda had buried the hatchet.  But what I didn’t expect was that my other little secret would get out as well.  “Xen, people know you own this place!” she told me.  “I heard it at the scion!  Did you start telling people?”


“No,” I said, then I smacked my forehead.  “Emelda!”


“I heard you two made peace.”


“We did, but when we were at the scion, I told her to come to the shop if she needed to talk to me, that the Djinn would let me know she was there.  The people around must have heard that.”


“That’d do it,” she said, then she chuckled  “So, you’ve been outed.  You better be ready for the people banging down your door asking for a loan.  They know you have to be rich to own a building like this.”


“I’ll mute the doors, and use Teleport to go directly to the scion so they can’t harass me outside” I said, which made her laugh.  I can do that, by the way.  I can set the house to do not disturb, so I won’t hear anyone knocking or using the doorbell.  “Guess I don’t have to sneak in through the back anymore.”


“So, I thought you hated Emelda.”


“That was before I found out she’s a sister,” I said, then explained the background of farm workers.  “She was on a farm too, and our biggest rule was we stand together.  Pickers do not fight pickers.  We don’t steal from each other.  We help each other as much as we can, and most of us are still like that.  If a fellow picker showed up at my apartment hungry and homeless, I’d give him my bed, my food, and share my money with him.  When we found out we were both pickers, the feud was over like that,” I said, snapping my fingers.  “I let her kill me for her mount quest, and I told her I’d help her with her crusade quests if she needs it.  Because she is a picker, and pickers stand together.”  I looked at her as we went into the kitchen.  “So I’d appreciate it if you talk to your guild and have Felik make peace with her guild.  And don’t hate Emelda.  Now that I know what I know, I understand why she did what she did.”

“She tried to take your title, in the dirtiest way possible.”


“She was helping a guildmate, who she sees as family, Savar,” I told her.  “Now that I know what I know, I can understand why she did it.  It being cheap and dirty didn’t matter to her, because she was doing it for family.  She’ d do anything for family.  That’s how we survived on the farms.  And that’s why she was so hurt when you guys quit the guild.  In her eyes, she did it all for you, and you turned your back on her.  She’d do anything for you, and you didn’t return her loyalty.  That’s a terrible betrayal for someone whose very life once depended on being able to depend on those around her.”


“I never thought of it like that,” she said pensively as she pulled those flank steaks I love so much out of her item storage and put them on the counter.  I don’t know how she got them, and I’m not about to ask.  “And it explains why she’s been so, well, vicious.”


“You hurt her deeply, and lashing out was the only way she could respond,” I nodded.  “But I will say this.  Make up with her, and she’ll take you back so fast you’ll think she’s a different person.  Because despite how much you hurt her, you are still family.  She wants her family back together, and she’ll bend over backwards to make it happen.”


“I doubt we’d ever reform as a single guild,” Savar said.  “Felik’s proven he’s a better raid leader than Baron was, and I doubt Baron would accept a demotion like that.  Baron’s very into his power as a guild leader.  But I guess we could form a guild alliance and help each other push through the last five raids before Citadel.”


“I’ll leave all the silly politics to you people,” I said, which made her laugh.


“I’m going to get you into a my guild, Xen,” she threatened with a toothy grin.


“Then I’d better run harder.”


After enjoying her sumptuous dinner, we sat on the couch and talked about a few things, then watched a baseball game on the viddy.  Since it was just baseball, we kept talking, and drifted into a topic I wasn’t expecting.  “I know you don’t like to talk about the farms,” she said, looking at me.  “But it sounds like there’s a lot that people don’t know about what happened there.”


“That’s because those of us who survived them don’t like to talk about it,” I told her.  “We were slaves, Savar.  We were treated like objects, they worked many of us to death, and the guards used to abuse us for fun.  And the abuse wasn’t just physical,” I said with a shudder.  “If you’ve never had your mind unravelled one layer at a time, then you just can’t understand.  What the guards did to us, no physical torture could come close to it.  I’d rather have a red-hot poker shoved into my mouth than have my mind ripped apart over and over again.”


She put a comforting hand on my shoulder.  “I’m so sorry.”


“It wasn’t your people that did it, and I don’t blame all Faey.  I know that what they did to us was illegal, that the Imperium would have stamped it out if they knew what was happening.  But I can’t trust them.  I see them, and all I can think of is what they did to me.  I know it’s not fair to those who didn’t know what was going on, or would have stopped it if they did, but I just can’t help it.  Even after fourteen years since I was released from the farm…sometimes I feel like I never left it,” I said without emotion.  “And I think, in a way, I never will.  A part of me will always be on that farm, Savar, the part of me the Trillanes ripped out of my soul.  I’ll always be trapped behind that fence, searching for a way out.”

She put her hand on my cheek, then pulled me over to put her forehead against mine.  I closed my eyes and found the gesture very comforting, putting a hand on her shoulder.  “Hello.  My name is Sano Strongblade, from Shio Prime in the Federation.  I live in Sao Paolo, Brazil,” she said in a gentle voice.  “It’s nice to meet you.”

“My name is Kevin Ball,” I returned.  “From Earth.  I live in Jacksonville, United States.  It’s nice to meet you too.”


She pulled me into a warm, gentle hug, and I held onto her for a long, long time.  Telling her part of my past had brought out the old pain, but the warmth of her fur and her kind gesture soothed it, soothed it in more than one way.

Eventually, she let go of me, then smiled at me as she sent me an in-game text message over friend chat.  It was a number.  A vidlink number.  “That’s my vidlink number.  I’d like to talk to the real you, Kevin. If you’d like.”


“I don’t look anything like this in real life,” I warned.


She laughed   “Neither do I,” she winked.  “So, why don’t we talk face to face?”


“It’ll feel weird.”


“I can handle it if you can.”


I gave her a long look, indecision gripping me and my feelings for her warring with fear of losing her friendship, then I finally nodded.


“Give me a minute to log off,” she said, standing up.  “I’m still assigned the bed?”  When I nodded, she leaned down and licked me on the cheek, then went to the guest room.  I waited a moment before getting up myself, heading to the bedroom so I could log off.


I did so with a little trepidation, sitting up from my bed and facing the vidlink, then calling her vidlink number.  I was nearly stunned at the face that answered…she was gorgeous!  She had Shio green skin, sure, but she had lustrous dark hair with greenish undertones, lucid, glittering green eyes, and a beautiful, beautiful face.  She had on a tee shirt with some logo I think is from a shiziki team, since the writing on it wasn’t any language I’d ever seen.  She was sitting on the edge of her bed, her room small but immaculately clean, with two Shio dream crystals on her nightstand.  They were an old Shio tradition meant to bring good dreams, if I remember right.  And I was certain she was disappointed at what she was seeing in return.  I’m not very handsome, but at least I’m not ugly, and I have visible scars from my time on the farm, including the one on my neck from the chip.  I’d never had the Medical Service remove them…to remove them would be like taking away a part of who I am.  I am my scars, and each one represents a part of what I went through on that farm.  “Hi, Kevin,” she smiled as I gawked at her, speaking Faey.  Faey is more or less the common language on Earth.  “What?  Am I wearing my shirt backwards or something?”


“You’re beautiful,” I blurted, also speaking Faey.

She actually blushed, her cheeks turning a darker shade of green.  “Why, thank you,” she said modestly.  “So, disappointed I don’t have fur?”


I had to laugh.  “A little.  The question is, do you have phantom tail syndrome?”

“Oh yeah,” she said with a grin.  That was a common thing for people who merge to a game where their avatar has body parts that they don’t.  When they log out, they have psychosomatic sensations in a limb they don’t have, like how someone who lost an arm would have phantom sensations in a limb that wasn’t there anymore.  “I get it every time I log out.  I usually wait a minute or two before I get up, or I’ll fall flat on my face thinking the weight of my tail will balance me.”  She glanced to the sides.  “Your place looks almost as small as mine.”

“This is about it.  I have another, even smaller room that holds my kitchen and washing machine.  But I do have a bit of a view.”  I had the vidlink launch its hovering camera pod, and stood up and had it look out the window.  In the distance was the ocean, but it was only visible between the other mega-buildings between the coast and my building..  “It’s almost sunset here, so it’s easier to see.  There’s often fog in the morning, though.”


“You’re only an hour behind me, so it’s after sunset here,” she said.  Sao Paolo had to be in the Atlantic time zone.  “I’d show you my view, but all you can see is the hillside and the next building over.”


“You’re compulsively neat,”I noted, which made her laugh.


“Blame a strict mother,” she winked.  “She’d see those socks on your floor and have an absolute conniption.”


“Obsessive compulsive?”


“Beyond obsessive,” she drawled, which made me chuckle.  “Mother would make us arrange our toys on the shelf by size.  My sister would always put them up out of order to trigger Mom.”

I laughed.  “Sounds like a troublemaker.”


“Mikano is very much a scoudrel,” she grinned.  “Mom was shocked when she joined the Federated Navy, she didn’t believe she could handle the discipline.  But she’s very proud of her now that she’s a ship captain in the Karinne Navy.”


We knew each other very well from our talks in the game, but it was very different seeing the real woman behind Savar, and to know her name.  And even her name was pretty…Sano just rolled off the tongue.  I had some issues talking to a woman that pretty, but I found that if I concentrated on her voice, it was much easier.  Sano’s voice in the real world was the same as it was in the game, so I was hearing Savar.


A lot of Shio women had names ending in an -oh sound, I’d noticed.  It had to be some kind of cultural tradition.  Two of the the three Shio women in the company were like that, their names ended with o.  The one that wasn’t was named Medik.


I blurted it out before thinking.  “Why do so many Shio women have names ending with the oh sound?’


“Because that’s the feminine version of a person or object in our language,” she answered.  “Our language assigns gender to most objects, both living and inanimate, -oh for girls and –ick for boys.  The only Shio men you’ll find with a name ending in -oh are ones whose mothers were bitterly disappointed they didn’t have a daughter.”

I laughed brightly.  “We have things like that in English too,” I said.  “So the word Shio itself is feminine?”


“Mmm-hmm,” she hummed; she had to pick that up here in Earth.  “But Shio men aren’t too hurt over it,” she winked.  “The word Shio in our language means borne from, and since we’re borne from our mothers, the noun is feminine.”


“So the Shio people see themselves as borne from their world, since it’s also named Shio.  Poetic,” I noted.


“You have a good ear for language,” she said with a commending nod.  “In the First Religion, we were considered to be children of the world itself …shio em edo, that means borne from the world.  And I guess the word shio stuck more than edo with our ancestors.  But at least we didn’t name our planet after dirt,” she winked.


I laughed.  “You live here too, Savar—Sano. Sorry.”


“I’m gonna do that a lot too,” she told me with a grin.


“Wait.  There’s a Shio woman in my company named Medik,” I realized.  “So she’s named like a boy?”


“Yeah,” she nodded.  “If I only saw her name on a list, I’d automatically think she’s a man.  What was her mother thinking?” she asked aloud.


“I guess she was bitterly disappointed she didn’t have a son,” I mused.


“Probably,” she laughed.  “I bet she moved to Terra just to get away from the teasing,” she grinned.


It got easier and easier talking to Sano in real life, as I got over how pretty she was, and realized that the personality was the same as the Savasa archer I’d come to know.  We talked about nothing in particular for a while, just chatting as we often did, until she veered into unexplored territory for both of us.  “You have an interface?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I replied, pointing at my endtable.


“Kevin, would you mind giving me your interface ID number?” she asked, almost hestitantly.  “That way we can talk over Civnet when we’re not home.”


“Well…I guess. I mean, you have my vidlink number, so it’s not like it’s much of an extra step,” I said.  “I don’t wear my interface when I’m working, so it’s not worth it to try between eight and five on weekdays.  And I don’t really wear it when I’m home, so if you try to talk to me and I don’t answer, that’s why.  So, really, you’ll only be able to talk to me over it like two hours a day, when I’m commuting or I’m in the gym.”


“Oh yeah, the new exercise thing you’re doing.  Is it paying off?”


“Yeah, my arms are starting to get back in shape,” I said, putting a hand on my bicep.  I didn’t tell her what I was doing, only that I was doing a new exercise regimen to get into actual shape, not just work off the donuts I eat at work.


I gave her my interface ID and she gave me hers, and I put mine on to log her ID into its contact list. That would let us communicate silently over our interfaces, almost like telepathy.  We’d talk mind to mind through our jacks and interfaces, and the times I did it with Mrima, I’d found that it conveyed more than just words.  Images, other sensory info like sounds and smells, and emotions could be transmitted through the link between two interfaces, which was also something telepathy could do.  She did the same, and she contacted me over the interface as we looked at each other over the vidlink.  [Hearing me?]


[Loud and clear, so now I know you didn’t give me a fake number to punk a neighbor.]

She laughed on the vidlink, and I got to feel her amusement over the interface as it conveyed her emotion.  [There are a couple of them I wouldn’t mind punking, especially plays loud music at three in the morning guy,] she told me, a grin on her face over the vidlink.  [The walls in this place aren’t thick enough for his sound system.  They don’t have sound dampers in them.]

“Okay, this is weirding me out a bit,” I said, looking at her.  “We need to pick one or the other.”


She laughed again, taking off her interface.  “Better?”


“Much less confusing,” I said as I took off my own.


“You don’t use your interface much, do you?”


I shook my head.  “I only have Mrija on my contact list, and she’s not the kind to just chat at me.  She only calls me when it’s important.  Though, I guess I’ll be chatting with her over our interfaces more in a few weeks.”


“I have to use mine for my job, so I’m used to juggling like five different conversations at once over the interface,” she chuckled.  “You’ll get the hang of it with practice.”  She gave me a look.  “Why are you going to chat more with her over the interface?”


“I didn’t tell you yet.  She got a promotion, and with it came a transfer,” I told her.  “She’s going to Norfolk to head up the accounting office there.  It’s where she wanted to go, since the Academy is right there in the city.  She’ll be much closer to her kids.”


“I’m sure she’ll be happy, but you’ll be saying goodbye to your best friend,” she said compassionately.


“I’ll still talk to her every day, Sano, just over this,” I said, holding up the interface.  “But I will miss her.  She’s a great friend.”  I chuckled.  “She’s so worried about me, she tried to get me to go into the apprenticeship program for accountants so she could transfer me to Norfolk with her.  I swear, sometimes I think she thinks I’m one of her kids.”

“She cares about you, Kevin.  I could tell the times we were all together.  Did you take it?”


“No, I’d be a terrible accountant,” I replied.  “So I’m still stuck in the cubicle farm, at least for now.   But, her leaving did make me start considering where I want to go,” I said, sitting back down on the bed.  “I’ll be honest, Sano.  My job sucks.  I’m a glorified data entry clerk, and my job has no upward mobility.  I make more than enough to live in all this luxury,” I said dryly, motioning at the small room, “but it’s the kind of job where I’ll still be in that cubicle in twenty years if I don’t find another job.  Her leaving made me start thinking about what I really want to do with my life.  Since we were released from the farm, I really haven’t done anything.  I just drifted through life for nine years, living off my payout.  I worked a variety of similar dead-end jobs until I finally got enough motivation to take a training program, which put me in this dead-end job,” I said wryly.  “It’s almost silly.  For a human, getting a job is ridiculously easy.  Companies have to hire us first before they recruit from off world, that’s the law.  I could have any job I really want, if I take the training for it.  But I’m working in a cubicle,” I said, shaking my head.  “I don’t know what job I want to do.”

“Easy.  Find out what you like to do, and find a job doing it,” she said.  “I love movies and working with viddy, making my own viddies, so I work for the Federated News Network as a holo editor.  I’m one of those people that prepares the viddy clips and holo graphics you see them run on news programs,” she said proudly.  “And I do my own CO viddies.”

“Really?  I didn’t know that.”


“I don’t stream or do the big stuff like some people do, but I do like to post, you know, cinematic stuff,” she said.  “When I first started, we’d do little scenes, like ten minute movies, and I’d edit them and post them.  You know, like role playing.  We had a lot of fun doing it, and I had fun making them.”


“Oh, I’ve seen vids like that before,” I said.  “You still do them?”


“Not so much, raiding takes a lot of my time now, and editing those things is time consuming.  Anymore, I just post viddy of locations I find in game that I find beautiful.”  She gave me a sly look.  “I’ve been waiting for you to post some of your simsense feed recordings,” she said.

“How did you know I record my game sessions?”


“You told me you do it, silly,” she replied with a grin.  “I’d love to see some of the things you do from your camera.”  A simsense feed was split into two major parts, the first-person view of the player and an external third-person “camera” that allowed someone to look around the player.  Simsense recorded in a panoramic format, and the camera could be moved anywhere inside a four meter sphere around the player, pointing in any direction, and its viewing range was line of sight.  While I can’t access that third person view from within the game, it won’t allow it to prevent people cheesing some puzzles by giving them an external point of view, I can access that camera when I’m watching a recording of my game footage. I use it quite a bit, because it allows me to study boss monsters to learn their moves, the way pro sports players watch footage of their opponents.  People who post recordings of their play sessions enable their third person cameras so viewers can see what was going on all around the player, which made it a much better viewing experience.  What I see in first person doesn’t really do justice to what’s going on.  You can’t see my footwork, you can’t see how my swords move most of the time, because I’m not looking at them, and my point of view is jumpy and jitttery from me moving my head and body.  You can only get a true sense of what’s going on, and learn from it, by viewing it from third person.

“I’ve kicked around the idea of doing that a few times, but I’m afraid to do it.”


“Why?”


“Because the way I play, Sano, I can’t let people know what I can do.  It lets them plan on how to beat me,” I answered.  “Remember, I get attacked a lot out in the world when I come across other players.  They see a lone player and can’t resist trying to kill me for my gold.  That’s half the reason I explore so far from where other players are.  In a game world as big as CO, it’s easy to find a place where you don’t deal with other people.”


“Well, you can send some of them to me so I can look at them.  After all, I’ve already seen what you can do, and it’s not all that impressive,” she said playfully.


“Is that so?  I think a little duel might be in order, miss too much tail for her butt,” I retorted, which made her burst out laughing.


“Only if we start fifty meters apart,” she winked.  “But seriously, you should think about it, or even streaming.  You’re like the only player who does what you do, Kevin, and I think people would love to see you in action.  I’ve seen it, and believe me, it’s amazing.”

“Well, I could post a few things, I guess.  Stuff that doesn’t reveal all my tricks,” I said speculatively.


“Do you have an account with a video host site, like Youtube?”


“Not really.”


“You should get one, you can post your vids on your channel.  I suggest The Arena, they’re the best streaming platform.  I have some vids up there.  And since you’re a CO Champion, they’d probably fall over themselves signing you up.”

“I’ve watched some tutorial vids there,” I noted.


“They’re great.  Good support, they support both video libraries and live streaming, and it’s easy to go pro there.”  Going pro meant playing games for money, either by selling advertising space in videos or by monetizing live streams, where people literally paid you money to watch you play.  “CO Today is great for the articles the forums, but The Arena is where most CO players go to watch vids.”


“I’ll have to think about it.”


“You should.  Given you do something none of us does, you could probably quit your job and play CO full time and make even more money than you do now,” she smiled.


“Until the excitement fades, then I’ll be back in a cubicle.”


“True, but think of how much fun you’d have until that happens,” she winked.


I had to laugh.  “True enough.  And I hate to cut it short, but I have some stuff to do before bed.  And eating dinner is at the top of that list.”

“Yeah, me too.  Oh yeah, just to warn you, I won’t be on for a few days,” she said.  “It’s what I wanted to talk to you about.  My sister managed to get some shore leave, and I’m going to take a few vacation days.”


“The ship captain?”


“Yup,” she nodded.  “She wants to surprise our parents, she’s going to pick me up and we’re going back to Shio to see them and my brother.  My mother’s affirmation day is in two days, and Mikano wants to surprise her with a visit.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s hard to explain.  Think of it as something of a second birthday.  It’s part of our religion,” she told me.  “The day you affirm yourself to our god is a very important day, so much so that we celebrate it every year.”


“Ohhh, okay.  Like baptism in Christianity…not that you’d know about that.”


“I live in Brazil, Kevin, there are tons of Catholics here trying to convert me to their heathen religion,” she winked.  “I know what baptism is.”


I had to laugh.  “Must be annoying after a while.”


“You have no idea,” she drawled, rolling her eyes.  “Anyway, I’ll try to call your interface when we’re connected to Civnet to keep up with things.  I’ll send you some pictures of my home planet and my family.”


“I’d like to see them,” I told her.


“Then I’ll see what I can do.  So, see you in a few days?”


“You know it.”


“And I’ll call your interface when I can to keep you up to speed.”


“Sounds good.  Have a fun trip.”


“We will,” she smiled.  “See you later, Kevin.”
