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On a stormy night late at the Xanthic Cross game studio office, known for its draconian work policies, the rain is pouring down outside, as the employees are hard at work inside.

The windows are fogged up and the lights are dimmed, but the office is buzzing with activity.

As per the norm, people are typing away on their computers, discussing their tasks and sharing ideas. The atmosphere is tense but determined, and everyone is doing their best to get the job done before the morning.

As the night drags on however, and it comes time to start heading home, Nefarioun confuses her friend/co-worker Darwin by sitting at her desk writing a series of notes in a journal instead of packing up to leave.

Literally everything is done for today by most legal standards, so he is left wondering what the hell the woman is wasting her time on, perhaps thinking of blaming the rain that continues to pour outside.

Taking this into consideration, Darwin asks.

Darwin: Did you forget an umbrella?

Nefarioun: Huh? Oh, yeah, I did. Why do you ask?

Darwin: You seem set on spending the night here writing something instead of heading home, so I was going to offer to share my umbrella until we could reach a convenience store. But judging from your tone, I'm suspecting there's more to this?

Nefarioun: Yeah, Don't mind me, I'm just a little caught up with something.

Darwin: Anything I can help with?

Nefarioun: I don't want to keep harassing you every time I have the smallest problem. This is the kind of thing that's really not fair to bug you with.

Darwin: Try me. I've seen you handle worse. At least from the look on your face now, this doesn't seem like it's going to be that bad.

Nefarioun: (Sighs)...Fine, let's not talk about it here, though. I have a feeling we'll get chased out of here by the cleaning staff if we stick around for too long.

Darwin: That I don't doubt. I know a cafe near here that's nice. Any objections to talking there?

Nefarioun: No, I'm fine with that, so long as it's not too busy.

Darwin: At this hour I'm sure we have nothing to worry about.

Nefarioun takes Darwin at his word on this as they step out of the office to see that it's so late the streets are nearly entirely deserted.

Appreciating the peace and quiet the two co-workers make their way through the rain to the cafe Darwin mentioned, a quaint and quiet place that is indeed as Nefarioun desired.

Deserted to the point that it is practically empty, with only a few people scattered around inside.

Feeling comfortable with it all, Nefarioun follows Darwin's lead as they grab a table in the corner and order a couple of coffees.

Their conversation starts off slowly, of course. Since Darwin practically knows Nefarioun's various tells that she's trying to avoid talking about something.

But soon...after some mild prompting, they end up talking about what's really bothering her as Nefarioun runs her finger around the rim of her coffee cup nervously before admitting.

Nefarioun: OK, try not to laugh as I say this... but I think I might be  becoming a legitimate functional adult that's not a total drain on society.

Darwin: Come again?

Nefarioun: Like I said, it sounds stupid. In fact, it was one of the clicking-lightbulb, shower thought things I had this morning as I thought about this and that, and I came to the conclusion.

Darwin: What conclusion?

Nefarioun: That I happen to be a particularly boring, run-of-the-mill, average person, with equally as average problems.

Darwin: And that prompted you to hide in your office and take notes instead of going home to your genie and child soldier room-mates?

Nefarioun: No, the latter of those two is what made me come to my final opinion on how boring I am now.

Darwin: How do you figure?

Nefarioun: Back when I lived in the perpetual confines of my father's Palace, Pico was always guarding me. Looking out for me. There was a time...when she was legitimately more down-to-earth than I ever thought I would be. To be honest, if I didn't know how liberating the freedom I have right now feels? I'd probably be still reasonably fine with that life...for all of it's perks and drawbacks.

Darwin: Forgive me for asking, but what exactly is the problem here?

Nefarioun: I haven't touched on it yet. I was just explaining that I was kind of naive in some ways back then. And I barely knew just how safe she was keeping me at some points...A lot of people would've cut off their own arm just to get a shot at killing me. But I only ever saw the best of those numbers die since Pico was usually pretty considerate about how she would "take out the trash" in her words.

Darwin: Are you telling me this story because you're saying you're nostalgic for those times?

Nefarioun: Oh God no. Nothing could be further from the truth. I only remember those times fondly because it illustrates just how close Pico and I are in a sense. We have a weird kind of relationship that I don't think could easily be explained to people who are more accustomed to a first world society.

Darwin: Is this where you tell me it's too complicated for me to get?

Nefarioun: No, this is where I expect too much from you in contextualizing everything that I fail to when I ask what you're thoughts are on the board being flipped now?

Darwin: What do you mean?

Nefarioun: I'm struggling to figure out whether or not Pico is ready for these God damn entrance exams for the high school I picked out for her. But every time the conversation has come up? Something always gets in the way and distracts her.

Darwin: What kind of things are we talking about here?

Nefarioun: You know, she takes to shooting some rats. Kamber says something whenever she is in close proximity to Pico, because...bless the girl's heart but she appears to be addicted to getting Pico's take on some of the seemingly most mundane things. And finally, Pico tends to wander around the neighbourhood, securing/patrolling the area, sleeping whenever she deems it to be safe enough for herself...she's almost like a cat at times.

Darwin: And you think that this.... cat-like nature is going to make her fail her exams?

Nefarioun: It's not a direct correlation, but I do worry she has different priorities from what I do. And that her school life might be something she's sleeping through and just attending to in order to humour me.

Darwin: Well, that is her choice, I suppose. Pico being from a country with no stable education system doesn't make her academic slacking any different from a person who comes from Xanthic Cross slacking in the same way. In the end a formal education is just an opportunity to be thrown away if one deems it irrelevant to their own wants.

Nefarioun: I did kind of force her into it, sure. But...I kind of thought she would take to it and somehow, as if by magic become an ordinary teenage girl and lead a normal life.

Darwin: So when you say the roles are flipped-...?

Nefarioun: I mean I'm the one getting described as her mother by her friend, which I thought was lame, and a blatant misinterpretation of the way I come off in person...but then I started recounting my last sixteen or so conversations with Pico, and I'm starting to realise...I'm sounding like a total mom, and it feels yucky.

Darwin: Yucky?

Nefarioun: She is supposed to be my friend, the longest and dearest human connection I have in this world. I get that I'm technically her guardian by law... thanks to Disco's magic, but I didn't mean to start embodying it in reality by lecturing her on how the world works now that I think I have a firmer grasp on it.

Darwin: Can I ask you a question?

Nefarioun: You may as well, you were the one who wanted to ask me about all of this in the beginning.

Darwin: Has Pico been complaining about you're supposed nagging?

Nefarioun: Uh...No, not that I can recall. She's just kind of taken it in her stride. I'm not even sure if she is registering what I am saying for now. But she is hearing me, that much I know.

Darwin: Wow, she really does sound like a cat.

Nefarioun: Tell me about it. What am I supposed to do if she hasn't learned anything since moving to this country, and she ends up flunking the exam?

Darwin: I'm pretty sure she's more hardcore than any of the street gangs we have here in this city. So it's not even like she could become a pro delinquent.

Nefarioun: Right...I get that she's skilled in ways most people in this world can't fathom, and that she more than likely could just drop out and return to being my bodyguard if she wanted to. But...I want better for her dammit. She looked out for me for all of those years and I want to do something for her...even if she doesn't want me to.

Darwin: Letting her crash at your place for free seems generous enough to me. But then again, I can understand what you're saying. Her skills in life claiming and survival don't really translate well to a job market that's only hiring coders and call centre cubicle staff.

Nefarioun: I know she's never going to be a judge or a doctor. But she's also younger than me. So I want to make sure she's got something to fall back on if the worst should ever happen to me.

Darwin: Wow...you really do sound like a total mom right now.

Nefarioun: Right!? I'm freaking losing it in the mental department with this right now.

Darwin: Hm, well, if you want my advice? You should probably just do whatever it took to get her into middle school originally and hope it works a second time.

Nefarioun: That's...not going to be so easy.

Darwin: Why's that?

Nefarioun: Because in order to achieve that goal the first time, we had to rewrite the very fabric of the universe.

Darwin: Oh, right, and I don't suppose you want to do that more than once?

Nefarioun: Not to the level of excess that Disco went to, no. Pico has her own brand of shampoo that's leading in the market in some countries thanks to the global engineering that took place to get her wormed in. I'd hate to see what kind of media franchise would be birthed out of her previous combat exploits if we needed to cheat the same way again.

Darwin: So what were you writing in that journal before we came out here then? You said it had something to do with this whole problem, right?

Nefarioun: Right...that was me actually falling back on the nuclear option.

Darwin: Wishing Pico well on the exam is considered the nuclear option now?

Nefarioun: In the sense that it's so risky I have to consider how I word the wish, and how said wording could impact any number of variables that could alter the fabric of the universe? Yes. I'd define it as the nuclear option.

Darwin: I'm more than happy to run over these potential variables with you. But I get the feeling that's not exactly how you want things to pan out.

Nefarioun: You're right, I'd rather not have to fall back on it if I can.

Darwin: Then what do you want to do? If you don't mind me asking?

Nefarioun: Honestly. I think after talking it out this much with you? I now realise that I should probably go home and









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Lian Harper's § )
Diseo GIEITAEII
-ShesimlletTape






d2d_images/image001.jpg
ey Stallion's

'






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg
Lia;n Harper's /
Diseo GIEEITAGERLY
-ShaeimllpcTane





d2d_images/image000.jpg
L WAR MERCH





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg





