
Things were going awesomely.

Opening my eyes and climbing out of the merge pod, I stretched a little before walking over to the large windows and sliding glass door that led out to the balcony, looking out over the sun-tinged Atlantic ocean.  The sun was almost directly overhead, but the light was reflecting off the waves and undulating surface, creating a beautiful shimmering effect.  I’d just spent the last three hours editing a new viddy I intended to release on The Arena tomorrow, which was a tutorial for how to find and gain rep with the Mist Giants in the Misty Forest.


I’d finished the last rep quest this morning, culminating in me helping Korriax kill Falgbord and allow him and his family to return to the village.  The permanent changes it made to the village told me that it was the kind of quest that wasn’t respawned if someone killed off Korriax and his family, and most likely an alternative means to gain rep with the Mist Giants would be put into the game in its place.  But, the Misty Forest was so out of the way, I seriously doubted that it was visited by very many players.  There wasn’t that much out there, it was untamed wilderness for hundreds of kilometers in every direction, with no friendly villages where players could resupply.  The remoteness of the place was what brought me there—well, on top of the fact that I’ve never explored this region—and I’d bet that only maybe a couple of servers in the Terran cluster had players that had been there.


The change to the village and the NPCs meant that anyone else on my server that came out here could start the rep quests with the giants just by interacting with the sentries protecting the village.  I’d “unlocked” the village for everyone else. But, since I was the one that unlocked it, I got a unique item as a reward for finishing the quest line that led to this point.  It was a magical trinket that Stetla the mother giant had given me from Falgbord’s corpse.  It was a unique item, one of a kind, and since I was the one that unlocked the Mist Giant village, it was mine.

It was pretty cool, and something I was going to keep, for it was how Falgbord had been commanding the Worgs.  It was called the Worg’s Eye, a magical gem that Falgbord had inset into a charm so he could hold it—the gem was like a grain of sand to the giant’s massive hands—and I’d dug it out of the fired clay disc that had held it so I could put it in my item storage.  What the gem did was allow me to command Worgs, and Worgs wouldn’t attack the holder of the gem.  It only worked on Worgs, it didn’t work on regular wolves or wolf-like animals or beasts, so it had a limited usefulness.  Worgs were actually fairly rare in the game, and lived primarily in the colder climates…and Freeport was far to the south, in a place where Worgs weren’t found.  But here, in this forest, it was a very handy item to have, because there were a lot of Worgs around here.

I’d recorded the entire quest chain, and I’d edited my simsense recordings down to a 25 minute viddy that walked players through how to start the quest line, what to do for the quests, and how the village changed once the quest line was complete.  But that wasn’t all I was going to do.  I was going to go through my very large library of simsense recordings and pick some of them that I thought might make good viddies, either tutorial viddies or just stuff I thought people might want to see, like some of my more epic fights, or when the water was drained out of the First City, or just some of the most beautiful places I’ve visited in the game.

That was a viddy I was definitely going to do, a kind of cinematic piece showcasing some of the most awesome locations I’d visited in the Twin Worlds.


It would be much easier for me to get to those places now.  The quest chain to unlock the village had given me enough experience to buy the points I needed to be able to use Succor.  That was going to make things easy for me, shrinking the world down by reducing my travel times drastically.  I’d set my landing point in my townhouse in Citadel, which allowed me to jump back home to unload stuff or pick up supplies and then head back out to where I was.  The amusing thing was, I had to switch to Djinn form to cast the spell.  I didn’t have enough mana in human form to cast the spell, but my Djinn form gear did give me enough mana for it. Succor gave me easy access to the Nexus Scion just outside Citadel City without having to cast Teleport, which would send me to any scion I wanted.  And out in the field, I had the Rod of Scion Mastery to get me to any scion I wanted…at least if I could use it where no other player could see it.  Those two combined cut down my travel times to where I was no more than three or four hours from just about anywhere in the Twin Worlds.

No way in hell was I letting that secret out.  I’d have a veritable pack of other players after me for it.

Now that I’d gained the ability to cast Succor, my plan was to dump every point I could into Touched by the Djinn.  The Sultan told me that there was another level to my Djinn form that would allow me to enter the Elemental Plane of Air, and I wanted to get there as fast as possible.  I heavily suspected that ability unlocked when I hit 2,000, and that meant I had to raise the skill by 442 points.  That was going to take some serious work, both dedicated grinding of the skill by using it constantly and using every experience point I gained on it.  And lucky for me, flying in human form raised Touched by the Djinn in addition to Gift of the Djinn.  My guess about that is that the game linked my flying skill to both the racial and the Legendary skill, so skillups in one skilled up the other.  That would allow me to work on it even when I was in human form, and I’d do that by flying.


Seriously, flying was addictive in the game.  While doing the rep quests, I found myself flying short distances, staying almost at ground level, just because it was faster than walking over there.  And I’d reached the point where sometimes I didn’t even realize I was in the air.  That made me a little, well, worried, that I might try something like that reflexively in the real world and end up falling off a bridge or something.

My next viddy project was going to be a big one, which might be popular.  I was going to create a tutorial on how to fight as a human with flying.  I’d spent quite a lot of time studying how flight changed my fighting style, how not being chained to the ground gave me some very interesting advantages, and I felt it was important enough to release as a tutorial viddy for the up and coming humans out there in the game.  They’d have to level their skill way up before it would be feasible, but when they did, my tutorial would be there to explain to them how it worked and how they could use it..


I didn’t expect the Mist Giant tutorial to get too many views, because it was a bit of a specialized viddy.  Only people who were currently adventuring in the Misty Forest would find it useful.  Not like the other two viddies I have out.  Both were now over 50,000 views, and people were still watching them despite them being out for a while.  And every person that watched it was .01 credits in my bank account, at least before taxes.

Seriously, I was making so much money off the viddies that I hadn’t even had to touch my savings or my payments since I released the first one.

I was going to keep it the way it was now, with my viddy income going to my account at MMS and my stipend and dividend income going to my account at the Second Bank of Moridon.  I decided to keep it that way partially out of loyalty to MMS, who had always been so good to me, and partly because it allowed me to use my MMS account as my “daily expenses” account, the account I used for my everyday life, and hold back the other account for the big stuff like big toy payments and large expenses.  I did link the two accounts together in a way that made it super easy for me to move money back and forth between them, including overdraft protection on the MMS account by automatically transferring the credits I needed from the other account.  I felt comfortable with it, that using the MMS account for my daily life hid just how much money I had from stores and vendors.  I figured it might save me a lot of them trying to upsell me to expensive stuff if they saw my account was with the Second Bank.

Even though I do have money now, I still don’t want to bring attention to myself.


I didn’t really start making viddies for money.  I started doing it because I thought it would be fun, and I’ve always wanted to try doing it after watching other people’s viddies.  And they are fun to make.  I really enjoy doing the editing, deciding on camera angles when I use a fixed camera, how to splice scenes together to make it interesting to watch, even things like using music and sound effects in the viddies for extra emphasis. It was like I was the director of my own little movies, and it was tons of fun.  I totally understood why Sano had made a career out of it.


I was being serious about it, too.  I’d bought a subscription to a library of music, music samples, and sound effects that Sano suggested that allows me to use anything in it in my viddies legally, without running into copyright issues.  The sound effects and some of the music samples were free with the purchase of the subscription, but if I used the music in there, I did have to pay a one time fee to the owner of the music to put it in my viddies.  And I was okay with that, those musicians no doubt worked their butts off to make that music, and they deserved to be paid for that hard work.


I also bought the software to live stream my CO play sessions on my Arena page, mainly at Rita’s suggestion.  She had this idea where me, her, and Sano would all do live streams of us playing together, because we’re a pretty effective group and we tend to do some pretty silly and crazy things when we’re together, just for the fun of it.  All we needed was to find a dedicated healer that was willing to die a lot, and we’d have a pretty kick-ass core group for doing crazy stuff like taking on the low tier raids as a small group.

Sano and Rita are the only exceptions I make to the Solo Challenge.  And the stuff I do with them I keep separate from my usual game play…though we don’t really do anything that might earn me usable gear or anything.  We mainly just dick around, help one of us farm tradeskill materials and the like, and do crazy stuff because it’s fun.  The fact that we egg each other on just makes it more fun and more crazy.


Speaking of Rita, she was now settling into her new house on the outskirts of a small town called Rio Indio, Mexico.  It was on the southern edge of the east side of the Yucatan, not far from the border with Belize, a very large, very expensive house built right on the beach that had a large landing pad for a very big skimmer, a really big pool, and all the luxuries and comforts she could ever want or need.  Rita opted for the other route when it came to her house, for she’d bought it outright from the money she received from the Karinnes, and then took what was left and put it into investments to live off the income the way I had.  I could understand her reasoning.  She wanted something that was hers, something that no one could take away from her—so long as she paid her property taxes—a private little castle where she had total control and would feel safe.  And she would take that feeling of security over a larger monthly income from her investments.


I was going to come down and visit her, stop over on my way down to pick up Sano to take her to the Shiziki game on Saturday, and I was honestly looking forward to it.

I wasn’t worried about her. Like me, Rita had started receiving stipend payments from the government, and she could easily live off that income for the rest of her life if she burned through the money that she got from the Karinnes.


Her house was gorgeous.  She took me on a virtual tour of it the way I’d let Sano, by letting me access the hoverpod in her vidlink and have her show me around.  It was a Spanish villa, complete with the courtyard, built just last year and sitting empty until she bought it.  It was pretty remote, which is why I suspect it hadn’t been bought.  Only someone that wanted peace and quiet, to be well away from just about everything, would want to live there.  And that was exactly what Rita wanted.

Since her house was fairly remote, she’d been wise to install some security features into the house.  She bought some guns for herself, had a security system installed that guaranteed police response within four minutes of the alarm going off, and had ordered a pair of personal security robots that would patrol the grounds of her house and make sure everything was alright, robots that were merge capable, which would let her merge to a robot and use it to fight off any attackers.  And again, I fully understood why she did it and supported that decision.  Rural Mexico wasn’t the safest place in the world, because kidnapping people to get money was something of a favorite thing to do for criminals down there.  Rita may be living on a tropical beach, but it was a tropical beach well away from any large city, she was living by herself, and the house may attract criminals looking to rob it or kidnap the occupant for ransom.


At least she wasn’t completely isolated down there.  Her house was one of several built along that beach, each one about half a kilometer apart to give each house a sense of space and separation, all of them equally luxurious and expensive as hers.  The other houses were occupied, giving her neighbors.  She’d told me that her neighbors on both sides were Shio, which didn’t surprise me all that much.  Shio preferred hot climates, and southern Mexico was in the tropical zone.


Today wasn’t going to be a CO day, because today was special.  In about half an hour, my new ASV-1170 was going to be available for me to pick up.  I was going to take it out for a joy ride before bringing it home to park it, to get some experience in the cockpit and make sure I didn’t scare Sano when we went to Shio Prime on Saturday.  So, today, tomorrow, and Friday, the afternoons were going to be spent just flying the skimmer around to random locations around the planet, and on Friday, I’d take it through the Stargate to Shio Prime as a test run for the real thing on Saturday.  That was going to cost me money, though, so I was only going to do it once.  It wasn’t free to use a Stargate, there was a toll on using them based on the size of the ship using it.  A skimmer like mine would cost C12 to take through the gate, so it would cost me C24 round trip.  For what a Stargate did, I did not in any way find that to be an outrageous amount to pay.  And I was happy to pay that to make sure I knew what I was doing when I took Sano to the shiziki game.


It wasn’t that I didn’t want to look like an idiot in front of her.  She knows I just got my license and that I’m a new skimmer pilot.  I don’t want her to feel nervous or afraid to be in the skimmer with me flying it.  If my bad driving frightened her, she may never go anywhere with me again, and that scared me more than anything.  That was why I was going to spend the next three afternoons just flying the skimmer around, give me some time in the cockpit and rack up some experience.  It was almost like grinding skills in CO, just put in the time to get better at what you wanted to do.  And at least it would be fun for me to do it.


I was looking forward to it.  I made a list of the places I’ve always wanted to visit, and over the next three days, I was going to technically visit them.  I wasn’t going to land and walk around the places, I was just going to land at their starports, stay a few minutes as I plotted out my next route, then move on.  For the scenic places, I was going to do a very slow fly-by or fly-through and look at it, then head on to the next destination.  I was going to do that with Niagra Falls, the Grand Canyon, the Statue of Liberty, the Eiffel Tower, the Pyramids of Giza, and the Great Wall of China.  I was going to make stops in London, Rome, Istanbul, New Delhi, Tokyo, Honolulu, and Los Angeles as I did a flight around the world on Friday to practice landing at busy starports, and once I completed the circuit, I’d go to Shio Prime and land at the city of Vankiri, which was in the southern hemisphere of Shio Prime.  That was Sano’s hometown, her family’s manor was just outside the city, and it was also where her favorite team played.  I’d make a dress rehearsal of it so when I took Sano, I’d already know what everything looked like and hopefully be more comfortable and confident landing there.

I went to the bedroom to get dressed, and as soon as I was done, I got a notification on my interface that the Thrynne people had arrived.  The Thrynne dealership sent a car to pick me up and take me to the dealership so I could get my skimmer, which was very thoughtful of them.  They’d landed on the pad on the 51st floor—the building was terraced, with the lower 50 floors being wider than the top 48, so there was a large open air area on the 51st floor that had gardens, landing pads, and children’s playgrounds on it—and they were waiting for me.

I didn’t keep them waiting, though I didn’t entirely enjoy riding with them.  The driver who picked me up was Faey, and the salespeople at the dealership were also Faey.  But I swallowed my fear of them because I had my heart set on that skimmer.  I think they could tell I was distinctly uncomfortable around them, but also that I was doing my best to be polite despite that discomfort.  They reviewed their warranty policy with me and let me inspect the skimmer, which was gorgeous, and once I was satisfied that it was what I ordered and it was in proper working order, I signed the final forms and received the skimmer’s access codes, had my biometrics programmed into the security and access systems, and received the physical key.  I found that interesting.  Despite having all that advanced tech in it, the skimmer still had a physical key, which in this case looked more like a datastick than a key, that I had to slot into the console to start the skimmer.  That gave me an old fashioned, low-tech means of keeping it from being stolen.  I could leave the key slotted and secure the skimmer using its security features, which was what I’d have to do if I wanted to be able to start and fly the skimmer by remote, but it gave me a way to make sure that no one could start the skimmer but me.


About an hour after arriving at the dealership, I was in the seat, the control stick in my hands, and ascending up away from Jacksonville over the Atlantic Ocean.  It was just like the simulators I’d been using to learn how to fly, and I felt surprisingly comfortable and relaxed.  I’d done very well in class, and I found that flying a skimmer wasn’t very hard at all.  I took the skimmer up into space on our maiden voyage together, and once I got up there, it got more intense.  There was a lot of ships flying around once you got out of the atmosphere, which reflected Earth’s status as the biggest trade hub in the Confederation.  I was much more careful and way more than a little nervous as I had to fly in traffic on my way to an orbital station which was my first planned stop for this trip, going over the “rules of the road” in my mind as I kept one eye on my windshield and the other on my scope, which was like radar that told me where the other ships around me were and how fast they were going.  I also heard a ton of chatter over shortrange gravband, which I had turned on and tuned to two different channels, channel four and channel nine.  Channel four was commonly used as the local chatter channel for pilots so they could talk to each other.  Skimmer drivers, Stick and dropship pilots, and ship pilots all talked to each other using the channel, sometimes for business, sometimes for fun.  There were some conversations going on over the radio between pilots that obviously knew each other.  Channel nine was the official planet-wide traffic control channel, and I had to listen in on that channel any time I was flying my skimmer in airspace that was subject to traffic control. The radio knew when I was in controlled airspace, and automatically turned on and tuned to channel nine anytime I went over the altitude cap or left the “interstate lanes” used by hovercars.

I thought that was a pretty cool feature.  That way I never forgot to turn on the gravband radio.


I spent the afternoon in space, going from orbital station to orbital station, getting a feel for flying my skimmer around out there, and I have to admit, I had fun.  I started off pretty nervous, but the more I flew, the less scary it seemed.  I certainly was no grizzled warhorse by the time I came back to Jacksonville, but I didn’t feel like an idiot.  I figured that after a month or so of practice, I’d feel like flying up to an orbital station was like driving across town.

I had my interface set to Do Not Disturb while I was practicing in the skimmer to avoid any unnecessary distractions, so I had a couple of messages waiting for me when I set it back to normal after landing the skimmer in my assigned parking spot in the garage.  Both Rita and Sano had tried to contact me, Rita leaving a message asking if I picked up the skimmer and Sano requesting me to call her back.  I called Sano back first, her hologram appearing in the living room as I sat down.  She was at home.  “I take it you got the skimmer?”

“Yeah, spent all day out practicing so I don’t look like an idiot on Saturday.  I don’t want you to spend the entire trip with a deathgrip on the armrests,” I answered honestly, which made her smile.


“I’m sure we’ll be fine,” she said reassuringly.  “I got our reservations at the restaurant, we’ll be eating after the game.”


“Then we’d better hope it doesn’t go into extra rotations,” I noted.


“They’re playing the Kenthra, so no,” she said smugly.


“I have no idea what that means.”


“They’re like a Jacksonville sports team,” she said with a malicious little smile.


“Hey now,” I warned, which made her laugh. “Did Rita talk to you about her idea?”


“Yeah, and I’m not against it.  I doubt anyone would be interested in people watching the three of us play around.  I mean, we don’t really do anything when we group.  I’ve had the streaming software installed on my vidlink for over a year, and I’ve only used it four or five times.”


“I thought we could invite Meldo along and try the Burning Mountain.”


“Seriously?  A raid?” Sano asked.  The Burning Mountain was the first raid people were meant to do, it was the start of raid progression.  That made it the easiest raid in the game.

“Sure, why not?” I asked.  “I looked up the average skill ratings for the monsters in there, and I think we can make it to the first boss.  I doubt we could kill him, but I’m sure we’d have fun trying.  All we need is a dedicated healer, and Meldo told me he has his healing skills up high enough to serve as a backup healer in the guild.”


“Yeah, he does, but he isn’t fully spec’d for healing,” Sano agreed.  “I don’t think we’d need a dedicated healer for something like that, though, so Meldo’s healing should be enough.  It’s not like we’d be all that serious about it.”

“So, wanna give it a go?  It’ll be our inaugural stream.”


She had to laugh.  “What am I getting myself into?” she lamented.


“A humongous repair bill,” I replied in a voice that made her crack up.


Sure, what the hell?  You get Meldo on board, and I’ll do it.  At least it’ll be easy for us to get our stuff back.”


“Eh?”


“Rita didn’t tell you?  She got Summon Corpse!” she said eagerly.


“Awesome!” I had to blurt.  Summon Corpse was one of the most useful spells in the game, but it was also very rare, as rare as Teleport.  What it did was pretty self-explanatory, it allowed the caster to summon his corpse to the graveyard, but he could also summon the corpse of anyone in his party.  If Rita had Summon Corpse, she could just bring our corpses to us instead of us having to do the run of shame to get our stuff back.  “Did it drop from her last raid?”


“Yup!” she said happily.  “They gave it to her because her Scribing skill is high enough to copy it.”


“I am so buying a copy of that spell from her,” I declared strongly.


“It takes a 1,250 skill in both Necromancy and Translocation,” she warned.  Summon Corpse was one of the fairly rare “dual school” spells, having skill requirements in more than one school of magic.  Those kinds of spells were rare, and almost all of them were extremely powerful.

“Both of mine are over that,” I replied.  “Rita told me I had to raise all my combat school skills over 1,500 to deal real damage as a mage, so I’ve been working to get all my schools up to that.  My Necromancy is around 1,300 now, and my Translocation is over 1,350 because I had to raise it to use Succor.  I seriously need to talk to Rita about that spell.  For someone like me, Summon Corpse would be beyond useful.”


“No doubt,” she smiled.  She glanced to the side.  “Speaking of Rita, she’s calling me.  Lemme see if she wants to conference in.  Hold on a sec.”  Her image winked out, replaced by a [Please Hold] banner and a picture of her shiziki team’s mascot.  A moment later, my screen was split between Sano and Rita.  “Hey Rita, how’s the house decorating going?” I asked.

“I just got back from Mexico City,” she replied.  “My Spanish is really rusty,” she added with a laugh.


“They don’t speak Faey there?”


“Well, yeah, people can, but they use Spanish, and I didn’t want to stand out,” she replied.


“Get your furniture?” Sano asked.


“Yup, they’re delivering it tomorrow,” she replied.


“How long did that take in a hovercar?” I asked.  Rita already had her hovercar license, and she’d bought a hovercar with her money.  She needed it, because there was no tram service where she lived, so she had to have a hovercar to get around.

“It wasn’t bad at all, only about an hour,” she replied.  “There’s a cross country corridor not far from my house that goes straight to Mexico City.  I put it in autopilot and played games on my interface most of the trip,” she added with a laugh.  “Wanna see some pics of the furniture I bought?”

“Sure!” Sano said.


“Put ‘em up,” I agreed.


Rita had a very good eye for interior design, and she’d picked some really nice furniture that went well with the paint color of her walls and her flooring, which was carpet in some rooms and hardwood in others.  The furniture was all a style, I couldn’t remember the name of it, but it was a specific style of furniture that complemented the kind of house she’d bought.  She used a holo to display how the furniture would be arranged in the house, one of the “how would it look” programs that furniture stores used.  All you had to do was bring a holo of the room, and they could insert the appearance of the furniture you were interested in buying into the holo, like old-fashioned Photoshop.  Thanks to that holo, she already knew that her furniture matched the rest of the décor within the house, and already knew how she wanted it arranged when the delivery guys brought it to the house.


“You’ve almost got everything all set up, Rita,” Sano told her with a smile.


“Yeah, all I need now are the little things and the house is done,” she replied.  “You guys logging in tonight?”


“I will be in a little bit,” I told her.


“It’s raid night for us,” Sano reminded her.


“Oh yeah.  Wanna do something, Kevin?  If we linger, we can rope Sano into something after she’s done raiding.”


“Not immediately, but if you give me an hour or two to finish up something in the Misty Forest, sure,” I replied.  “Unlike you, I can’t abuse Succor,” I laughed.


There was a limitation to the spell that I hadn’t considered until I got it, and that was the fact that the ability to Succor back once you used it had a time limit that was based on your skill in Translocation.  At my skill, my “anchor point” would only last about two hours before it expired, and if that happened, I couldn’t use Succor to return to my original location.  Rita didn’t have that problem, because her Translocation skill was so high that her anchor timer was like three days.  Because of that, I had to get things done in Citadel City and return to my original location before that timer expired, else I’d have to use scions to get back and fly back to where I was…and that could take hours depending on where I was.


“No worries, I can use that time to make a few copies of my new spell,” she said happily.


“Sano told me.  Emelda’s a big shot now, she has both Succor and Summon Corpse,” I teased, which made her laugh.


“I’m making both of you a copy,” she told us.


“Girl, you keep giving me spells when you know I’ll never use them,” Sano complained with a smile.


“You may decide to raise your magic skills, and I want you to have all the spells you need to make it worth your while,” Rita told her.  “Maybe having copies of Teleport, Succor, and Summon Corpse will convince you to come to the dark side.”


“I let my bow do all my talking, Rita,” she grinned.


“Well, then you should think about focusing on raising Translocation.  That way your bow does all the talking, but you have some useful utility spells that speed up travel times.”


“I’m a Savasa, silly girl, I go fast enough as it is,” she winked.


“Thank you for the spell in advance, Rita,” I told her, cutting off the impending good-natured snark fight.  “You know how useful that spell will be for me?”


“I figured,” she smiled.  “You do die a lot, Kevin.”


“It’s an occupational hazard,” I said with a sly smile.

“Afraid I’m gonna cut this short, guys, just wanted you to know I’m home.  I’ll be logging in after I grab something to eat,” Rita told us.  “Let me know when Xen is back at his house, Kevin.”


“Sure thing.  Since you’re doing all that Scribing, we can go farm the ink mats you need til Sano finishes her raid,” I offered.


“We can do that.  I have enough to make ten copies, but it never hurts to have enough to make twenty,” she smiled.  “And it’ll take us all of twenty minutes to get to where the monsters are that drop the ones I need most.  It’s almost right beside a scion.”  She glanced to the side.  “We can also test out the streaming software,” she suggested.  “I’ve never used this program before, and you’ve never used it at all, so we can fire it up and make sure it works before we start streaming for real.”


“That sounds smart,” I nodded.


“Sounds like a plan,” Sano agreed.  “I have to update LP Pro, I haven’t used it for a few months.  But that’ll take like ten seconds.  I’ll also need to link it to my Arena account, which links it to my bank.”

I’d found out while looking at the various streaming programs that some of them were set up to “monetize” streaming and some weren’t.  For example, Steam Stream was a streaming program that was fairly bare-bones, it simply streamed your gameplay to a Civnet channel, and had settings to allow it to link to channels on just about every one of the popular game streaming sites, including the Arena.  LP Pro, the streaming program the three of us were using, had a lot more features, like the ability to read chat room messages on your channel from inside the game, link a cam for a picture-in-picture of the real you playing the game (which wasn’t really used in CO since it was a merge-only game, but was used in quite a few other game streams where the streamer wasn’t merged), create a dedicated comm channel that broadcast on the stream that only those watching the stream could hear, and the ability to accept donations from viewers to earn money from streaming.  It was fairly common in the pro gaming world, where the top-tier streamers earned money while streaming by taking donations from viewers.  I wasn’t all that interested in that part of it, but LP Pro had other features in it I liked, and Rita had suggested it, so I went with it.


Pro gaming…that was almost a joke, but here I was.  I was now a professional gamer.  I made money playing CO through my viddies, and once we started streaming, I might even earn money from people who enjoyed watching my stream so much that they donated a couple of credits to show their appreciation.


“Alright then, so we’ll do a stream tonight as a test run to make sure everything works,” Rita announced.  “We can do a for-real stream this weekend.”


“Not Saturday,” Sano warned.


“I know not Saturday,” she grinned.  “We can do it Sunday.  Anyway, let me jump off and get something to eat, I’m starving.  See you guys in game,” she said, then her part of the screen winked out and Sano’s image took over the entire holo.

“She’s bubbly,” Sano noted lightly.


“She’s been super-happy since moving out of El Paso,” I had to agree.  “And I think she has the right idea.  Lemme grab a bite to eat and log on so I can finish up in the Misty Forest in time to help her farm mats before you finish your raid.”


“Sure thing,” she nodded.  “It’ll give me time to make sure I get LP Pro updated and all my settings are still good.  See you in a bit.”


We ended the call, and I got to work.  The helper unit was already at work preparing spaghetti for dinner, and I helped it out.  It had pre-made the sauce this morning, so I helped by browning ground beef as it chopped the onions, bell peppers, and mushrooms to sauté them before adding them to the sauce that was already simmering on the stove.  I have to say, the helper unit had really expanded my diet since I moved in. Before, I ate instant food, take-out, and ate out at restaurants.  I’m a poor cook, so when I did cook, it was always something simple and basic.  But the helper unit was a pretty good cook, and it was easy to load with recipes for foods that I like but can’t cook myself.  And while I can cook spaghetti on my own, it’s the kind that comes out of a Ragu bottle, where the helper unit made the sauce simmering on the stove from scratch…and it was way tastier than Ragu.  The pasta wasn’t made from scratch, but the helper unit could do it if I told it I wanted it.

I’d had my doubts about the helper unit’s ability to cook, until I tasted its cooking.  Now I was beyond glad it came with the condo.


We also had a bit of a discussion about what I wanted for dinner the next few days while we cooked.  The helper unit had a sophisticated enough AI to hold a basic conversation, so it was far more elaborate than I would have thought before I moved in, asking me if I’d tried this or that, and if I’d like this or that, making recommendations based on my preferred foods list and the dishes it had cooked for me not part of the list that I’d said I’d liked.  It was also starting to show a bit of personality based on our past conversations, remembering them and using that information to tailor its responses now.  It was a little weird talking to a robot, but I was getting more and more used to it, to the point where I wasn’t nearly as self-conscious when I told it that I’d never tried Indian cuisine.  It knew I liked spicy food, and I guess that meant that India had some spicy dishes.


“Then with your permission, I will prepare Indian curry for dinner tomorrow,” the robot told me.  “I will prepare one of the milder versions, and if you like it and want to try some of the spicier recipes, I can prepare them in the future.  Some of them are extremely spicy.”

“Sure, why not?” I answered it, using a spatula to stir up the cooking hamburger.  “Do you have everything you need for it?”

“No, but the grocery store in the main concourse carries all required ingredients.  With your permission, I will order them and have them delivered to the apartment tomorrow.”

“Permission granted,” I told it formally.  I didn’t have the helper unit set so it could order things from the shopping concourse downstairs by itself.  It could decide that it needed something, but it had to get my permission to order it, paying for it from my MMS account.  Every store and restaurant in the concourse downstairs would deliver to the apartment, as would the high-end concourse upstairs.  Delivery inside the building was free.  “How about a ham and cheese omelets for breakfast tomorrow?”


“I will put it on the schedule.”

“Thank you.  This is almost done,” I told the robot.  “Do you want me to put it in the pot or set it aside?”


“Please set it aside.  I will add seasoning to the meat before adding it to the sauce.”

“You got it.”


After dinner, I logged in and finished up in the Misty Forest, capping off my time there by finding a scion in the rugged foothills of the Iceshard Mountains, which were going to be my next area to explore.  Finding that scion meant that it would be super-easy to get back to where I was.  The Iceshards were some serious mountains, like the Himalayas, with lots of cliffs, towering peaks, and lots and lots of ice.  My flying would deal with the fact that the mountains were very vertical, but I’d need a couple of consumables to deal with the deathly cold, so I wasn’t ready to explore there quite yet.


I dicked around in the townhouse waiting for Emelda to contact me, but ended up with someone else in the townhouse instead.  A couple of days ago, I’d sent Alandra a message asking if we could meet and talk when she had time, and she showed up at my townhouse not long after I got back.  I invited her in and sat down with her up in the parlor and got to business fairly quickly.  “Would you object to helping me make a tutorial video?” I asked.


“What kind?” she returned, taking a drink of the tea I’d made for us.  I’d always liked how Alandra had done her avatar.  She’d stayed in the typical “dark elf” style of white hair with her bluish-black skin, but her features and her body weren’t nearly as dainty and ethereal as most female elves.  She was still very attractive, but her face and her body were more…well, more rugged.  She looked like a melee warrior, where most elves looked like bandy little supermodels carrying weapons entirely too big for them.  She’d found a perfect balance between muscular ruggedness and lithe, female curves for her avatar’s body that made her both attractive and, well, much more believable than most other female elf fighters.

“I want to explain how to use flying in combat situations, for when humans get their skill up high enough for it to be useful,” I answered.  “You and me are about the only high-skill dual wielders on the server, so you’d be the perfect partner for the viddy.  You can perform the moves on the ground, and then I do them in the air to show how they can be changed.  And you can help me when I need a practice partner to demonstrate the moves against an opponent.”


“Well, sure, I’d love to do it,” she told me.  “I’ve never done a viddy before, even though like half the guild makes their own.  They’ve never asked me before.”


“They’re afraid of you upstaging them and making you look bad,” I blurted, which made her laugh and grin at me.


“Good answer,” she said with an impish smile.

“No, seriously.  You’re the highest skill melee fighter in your guild, hands down.  Maybe one of the highest skilled on the entire server,” I said seriously.  “The fact that you are that skilled is exactly why you’re the perfect player to help me with my next viddy.  I need someone that can match me in a duel in order to demonstrate the fighting style.”


“So modest, Xen,” she winked, which made me flush.


“I didn’t mean—“


“I know what you meant,” she interrupted.  “And you’re right.  Not many melee warriors can last more than ten seconds against you in a duel.  That’s not nearly long enough for you to demonstrate the aerial fighting style.”


“So, when’s a good time for you?”


“I’m on summer break right now, so about any time in the morning or early afternoon,” she replied.  “I do guild stuff at night.”


“How about Monday?”


“Works for me.  We doing it all in one day?”


“I hope to,” I answered.  “If things go well, I’ll only need a couple of hours of your time.  I can record some of it alone, so you won’t have to stand around and watch me trying not to look like an idiot talking to a camera icon.  Then I’ll edit that in with the footage we shoot together.  And I don’t want to script the fighting parts, so your reactions to the moves are completely natural.”


“Do I have to read a script or anything?”


“Nah, I’m not nearly that organized when it comes to my viddies,” I told her.  “I plan scenes like how things will look, but I don’t write down what I’m gonna say.  If I did, I’d sound like I was a five year old reading War and Peace.  I just kinda make a talking points outline and follow it so I cover all the important subject matter.”


“Okay, sounds like I can manage that,” she said.  “What time zone are you in?”

“American Eastern,” I answered.


“Cool, I’m American Pacific.  So how about around nine Pacific on Monday?  That’s noon Eastern.”


“That works for me,” I assured her.


We discussed my plan for the viddy more than long enough for Emelda to arrive.  She came into the parlor from her guest bedroom—she had her Succor anchor point there at the moment—and looked honestly surprised to see Alandra sitting on the couch.  “Hey Em,” I said.  “You know Alandra, right?”


“Yeah.  What are you doing here, Alandra?” she asked.


“Xen asked me to help him make a tutorial,” she replied.  “We were hashing out the details.”


“Ohhh, what kind?”


“How humans can use flying offensively in a melee fight,” I answered.  “I told you I was going to make it, remember?”


“Oh yeah,” she said, nodding.  “I’m looking forward to seeing it.  I really like the viddies you’ve put out so far, Xen.”


“Thank Savar for that, she gave me tips on how editing works,” I said with a wry laugh.


“I didn’t know she made a lot of viddies,” Alandra said.


“She’s made a fair few,” I dared say.  “You should check out her channel on the Arena.  She does these cinematic pieces that are pretty cool.”


“They sure are,” Emelda agreed.  “They’re like little half hour movies, complete with a plot and dialogue.”

“Oh cool.  So what’s her channel name?”


The three of us chatted about random stuff for a bit, until Alandra had to leave to get to her raid in time.  After she left, me and Emelda sat down and zoned out of the game long enough to start up the streaming software.  I’d already configured it the way I wanted it, so it was as easy as having the vidlink run the program.  It would allow me to control the stream from in-game without having to partially delink from the game to change settings, so I could control what I was streaming and could turn it on and off by more or less willing it.  It had a ton of features, from things like having an in-game counter that told me how many people were watching to the ability to blank out parts of the game I wanted kept secret, which I very much was using.  I had that feature active for my skill window.  When I brought up my skill window, the people watching the stream would only see a blank space there, the streaming software would white out the skill window and only the skill window.  I set the description of the stream’s content to testing the software, set the camera so viewers could control their external view, denied viewers access to the A/V feed from my friends list conversations but granted them access to raid and party chat, and hit the mental “on” switch, starting active streaming.

I had to keep my secrets, like what skills I had and what level they were.


“You set up?” Emelda asked me.


“It says that the stream’s running,” I replied.  “I’m gonna let it run for a while to make sure it’s stable.  So, where are we gonna go commit mass monster genocide?”


She laughed.  “I need starpod seeds for the ink to make Summon Corpse scrolls, so we’re heading for the Eternal Glade,” she told me.  “Would be best for you to do this in Djinn form, Xen.  Starpods explode when they die, so best to kill them from range.”


“I can practice Imbue Arrow,” I said as I stood up, hopped up a little, and changed form.  The human me was replaced by the Djinn me, my feet hovering just over the carpeted floor, complete with my Arabian clothing.  I pulled the bow Savar made for me out of my item storage using the bandolier, then conjured a quiver holding arrows that were slung over my shoulder.  No use wasting the good arrows Savar made for me on mat farming.

“You need to practice Evocation,” she chided as she stood up herself.  “You need it over two thousand to do real damage, Xen.”


“I’ll get it there eventually,” I told her.  “You porting us?”


“I don’t think you have that scion marked, so yes,” she grinned up at me.


She teleported us to a scion I’d never used before—and I made sure to touch it before we left so I could teleport to it using the Rod of Scion Mastery later—and she hopped on a mage disc and led me to the Eternal Glade.  It was an eerie place, dark and with tons of levitating monsters and plants drifting lazily over a flat grassy plain and a fairly large pond, which were nestled between two low, gentle hills covered in starleaf trees.  They were called that because the leaves had spots of glowing light in them, so they looked like a starry night when viewed in the dark.


“Alright, what we need are those right there,” she said, pointing at a levitating fairly large dark green plant that looked like a giant oversized football-shaped seed pod with roots on the bottom, spread out and downward towards the ground below.  “But those flying octopus monsters right there protect them, so when you hit one, they’ll attack us.”


“Are they dangerous?”


“For us?  No.  I can dagger them to death pretty easily,” she replied, pulling her dagger out of its belt sheath.  “The dangerous things here are the pods.  They explode pretty hard when they die, so keep your distance.”


“Got it,” I replied, pulling an arrow from the quiver over my shoulder and nocking it.


We spent nearly two hours farming the pods for the seeds that Rita needed for her ink, and it was pretty fun.  The monsters weren’t dangerous, so we messed around a lot—and I nearly died a couple of times doing it—and I got in several skillups in both Imbue Arrow and Evocation, when I started using magic instead of my bow.  We managed to farm enough seeds for Rita to make quite a lot of ink in the two hours we were there, enough for her to feel she had enough.  We took a short break to get some food in real life, and when we came back, I dismissed the Create Shelter spell we used to be able to delink safely without logging out and we prepared to move to another location to farm other materials she needed for her ink.  I was back in human form, my feet hovering over the water of the glade’s pond as Emelda sat on a chair I conjured for her, referring to a piece of parchment where she’d written down the recipe of the ink she needed, no doubt debating which recipe component to go after next.  Once she was done, she stood up and put the paper away.  “Alright, how adventurous are you feeling, Xen?” she asked.

“Fairly, why?”


“I can get the most harpy blood in a short time from the Screeching Crag,” she told me.  That was a dungeon up on Netherim, in a badlands known as the Howling Rocks.  It wasn’t a pushover dungeon, however, the monsters there had a fairly high average skill rating, meaning it was meant for players with an average skill rating around 1500.  While that wasn’t that high compared to us, what made taking on dungeons like that dangerous were the number of monsters we’d have to fight.  A couple of 1500-rating monsters were cake, but ten of them beating on us at once, that was an entirely different animal.  Added on to that, harpies were a dangerous monster to fight no matter what their average skill rating was, because they were social monsters.  That meant that if you attacked one, every harpy around would swarm and attack you in return.  If you made the mistake of fighting harpies near their nesting ground, you’d have dozens of them on you in a hurry, and they’d take you down by sheer force of numbers.  “Wanna go the safe route and farm harpies in a low skill area, or take on the Screeching Crag?”


“That’s a silly question,” I said with an eager smile.  “Can you port to a scion near it?”


“Of course I can,” she said grandly.


She ported us to a scion on a high mesa right in the middle of the Howling Rocks, and after touching the scion so I could teleport back to it, we headed for the dungeon.  We landed in front of the entrance, a narrow crevice between two towering rocks that had a multitude of ropes and vines stretched between them at the top, which prevented flying monsters from easily getting in…and there were quite a few dangerous flying monsters in the Howling Rocks.  The extremely vertical terrain of the area gave flying monsters a major advantage, while the high walls and multitude of narrow, twisting canyons severely restricted the movement of ground-bound creatures.


“Give me a few, I need to refresh some buffs,” Emelda said.


“We’d better both make sure we’re ready, it’s gonna get crazy the instant we attack the first harpy,” I agreed.  I refreshed my own buffs, put a few key consumables in my Bag of Carrying, and even went so far as to set the anchor point of my Succor at the entrance of the dungeon, just in case.


Taking on the multitudes of harpies in the crag was a major challenge, given there were only two of us, but it was also a ton of fun.  I think I’ve said before that Emelda is probably the most dangerous mage archetype on the server, and did she ever prove it once we engaged the harpies. What makes her so good isn’t her spellcasting skill ratings—though those help—it’s how smart she is about the spells she uses.  Emelda always knows exactly which spell is the most useful in any given situation, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her cast an area of effect spell without its dimensions being absolutely perfect for whatever situation we’re in.  Wether it’s for dealing maximum damage or as a defensive measure to break up large concentrations of monsters, Emelda always uses her magic to maximum effect, and that makes her an absolutely fantastic mage archetype.


It was certainly no cakewalk.  The harpies came at us in massive waves, and every fight was a serious brawl that mostly took place in the air.  Emelda got to see a lot of the tricks I’d taught myself in fighting while flying, from how it changed how I used my swords to how it freed my feet to be used as weapons, allowing me to deliver punishing kicks.  My job was to keep the harpies off Emelda so she could cast freely, given her magic was the more dangerous weapon between the two of us in a situation like this.  I couldn’t keep all of them of her, but the threat I posed kept enough of them engaged with me to allow her to get her spells off, and that allowed us to win each fight we picked with the harpies in the crag.


Not easily, though.  We both nearly died several times, twice we had to disengage and retreat to avoid getting killed, and it took a lot of healing up between fights as we cleared out the harpies one concentration of nests at a time, which brought dozens of them at us at once each time we attacked a harpy.  But we were absolutely raking in the harpy blood, a key ingredient in Scribing when copying Transmutation and Translocation spells.  We also got some other useful tradeskill material drops as well, such as harpy wing feathers used for quills in Scribing and some talons that were useful in Enchanting when they were ground into a powder.

In about an hour, we had way more blood than Emelda needed, but we kept at it because we decided to try to kill the first boss monster in the dungeon just for the hell of it, a monster called the Blackwing Harpy Matriarch.  Why we kept killing the harpies in the front section of the dungeon was because any harpy we left alive would rush to assist the Matriarch when we attacked her, so they all had to die.  Once we had them all down, we paused to prepare for fighting the boss, which would be a serious challenge with just two of us and no reliable healing.


And we both got quite a surprise as we prepared for the boss.  “Holy crap, Xen, I have nearly four hundred people watching my stream!” she told me over friend chat, so the viewers wouldn’t hear her say that.


“I don’t have the counter turned on on mine,” I replied.


“Me either, I just brought up the streaming program control panel real quick to make sure the stream was still going without any glitches, and I saw them.  Check yours!”


I did so, bringing up the in-game control panel for the streaming program—a feature exclusive to LP Pro and one reason why we were using it—and I was honestly shocked to see that 473 people were watching the stream.  That many, and we didn’t even advertise that we were streaming?  What, did they check my Arena page to see if I had any new viddies up, see I was streaming, and hang around?


No wait, the notifications.  People subscribed to my channel could be notified when I added new content to it, and me starting a stream was one of those things that would set off the notifications.  That must have been what brought them to the channel.  “I have nearly five hundred,” I told her.


“Nice!  I had no idea people would even know we were streaming!”


“I think the channel sends out a notification alert if you have the settings of your channel that triggers one when you stream, and I think that’s turned on by default,” I told her, checking my channel settings through LP Pro, yet another feature that made it so popular with streamers.  “Yeah, mine’s turned on.”  I switched to party chat, which streamers could hear, and immediately felt a little awkward.  “Welcome to everyone watching, though we’re a bit surprised that anyone is,” I said, a bit self-consciously.  “We’re just testing out the streaming software, we had no idea people would know we were streaming and actually watch.  I mean, we’re not really doing anything.”


“Yeah, thanks to those who stuck it out while we were farming tradeskill mats,” Emelda said, grinning at me.  “Maybe us trying to kill the first boss in the dungeon will be entertaining enough for it to be worth staying around.”


“And sorry we didn’t say hi sooner, neither of us have the stream counter turned on.  We had no idea anyone at all was watching.”

“You about ready, Xen?” Emelda asked me.


“Almost,” I said, pulling one of Lucilia’s consumables out of my bag and activating it, which boosted my Defense skill.  I was going to need that, the Matriarch was primarily a physical attacker.  “This will be an aerial fight, Em, so keep an eye on the timer on your disc.”


“I always do,” she replied as she pulled out a Rod of Lightning, which would let her get off some mana-free damage at the beginning of the fight.  “You think you have the mana to kill her before you run out?”


“I can always switch to Djinn form if I get low, though that means I lose the healing from my swords,” I told her.  “If I have to switch, Em, I’m gonna need some defense.”


“I have you covered, Xen,” she replied, then she cast the spell that created her flying disc.  She stepped up onto it and held the rod low at her side.  “I’m ready.”


“This is gonna be rough without Savar and her bow,” I grunted, lifting up off the ground, starting to use mana to stay aloft.  “Alright, let’s do this.  I’ll try to lure her over to that rock formation, it should hem her in a bit,” I said, pointing.


“That’ll work, I have a great spell I can use on her if you can get her under that overhang.”


“I’ll do my best,” I said, drawing my swords.  “Let’s do this.”


It was a pretty wild fight.  I attacked first and drew her over to the overhang, and it became an all-out war between us.  Emelda hung back until I had her undivided attention—which was a smart thing to do—which allowed me to use almost every trick I’d learned as I learned how to fight in the air on the harpy.  Being in the air made me much harder to hit because I wasn’t restricted by the ground or gravity, and the fact that magical flight made me extremely agile and graceful.  The harpy had to constantly beat her wings to attack me while we hovered, and that meant that any time she tried to move, she had to time that action with a downstroke of her wings.  I used that to my advantage, as well as using my magical flight to stay above her chest, which severely restricted her ability to attack me with her taloned feet, and those were her primary weapons.  The fact that she was fighting someone more agile than she was in the air gave me the advantage, though it didn’t protect me completely from her attacks.  She landed several hits with her talons, and she also had a magical attack, a blast of air like a scythe blade that she unleashed from her wings, which she used on me any time I tried to get over her.


But her tactics changed in a hurry when Emelda joined the fray.  Her first spell was a lightning bolt form the rod, which used it up and made it turn to dust, and after that she pummeled the Matriarch with a series of fast-casting spells that she clearly used to gain the boss monster’s attention and make it chase her…right to the overhang where she wanted it to go.  I ended up having to chase after both of them when it turned on Emelda, seeing her as the bigger threat—and rightly so—but Emelda showed off her skill on her flying disc, evading her initial pass and then staying out of reach of her talons as she let the boss chase her to the overhang.  The problem for Emelda was, the harpy could fly faster than her disc could, so she was weaving and banking to avoid getting mauled by the harpy’s talons.  I scored a few hits on the harpy from behind as I chased after them, and was smacked into the wall of the crag by her wing for my trouble.  I slid to a stop on the side of the wall and sheathed my swords in a smooth motion, quickly pulled my Spider’s Fang from item storage, then conjured an arrow already nocked and drew the bow back.  The arrow transformed into a lighting bolt when it left the bow after I used Imbue Arrow, and then the bolt slammed into the harpy’s back.

And the snare effect took hold.


That was why I still used the Spider’s Fang as my bow in human form despite the fact that Savar could make me a much better bow, because the snare effect of the bow still worked even when I used Imbue Arrow, which was very nearly overpowered in my opinion.  I fully expected the devs to nerf the bow so the snare effect wouldn’t work when using magical arrows or Imbue Arrow as soon as they saw me use it the way I do.


“It’s snared, Em!” I barked over party chat.


“Thanks Xen!” she replied.  “Get ready to chase her to the ground!”


The snare on the Matriarch was huge.  It allowed Emelda to outrun her, getting her disc into position under the overhang.  She started casting a spell as the boss bore down on her, standing her ground fearlessly, and then she unleashed it just before the harpy’s talons reached her.  The overhang over her head broke off from the side of the wall and crashed down onto the boss as Emelda skittered back on her disc, the giant boulder very nearly hitting her as it slammed the boss down to the bone-strewn ground below.


That was a damn clever spell!


The avalanche drove the boss to the ground and took a big chunk out of her health bar, but she was in no way beaten.  Our tactics changed once she was on the ground, digging herself out of the pile of rocks that fell on her, as me and Emelda almost unconsciously adopted a new strategy without even discussing it.  I got over top of the harpy and harried her wings constantly with my swords, which prevented her from easily getting back into the air, and Emelda landed and assaulted her with a series of powerful attack spells, relying on the fact that the snare from the Spider’s Fang would slow her down enough for her to stay out of reach, given I wasn’t letting her take off again.  The only chat over party chat was me constantly giving Em the remaining time of the snare effect, so she’d know when the harpy was free of it and could move at full speed once again.

But the fight was nowhere near over.  When she hit half health, she gained more abilities, from what I remember reading about this fight—I’d once researched this dungeon as a candidate to try to clear solo, but the fact that you had to clear all the harpies in the front part made me decide against it—and it was us that was put on the defensive.  She gained a charge attack at half health called Doom Swoop, which also cleared all movement impairing effects and she could use when on the ground.  I had to switch from dealing damage to protecting Emelda when she started charging, using some of the Ancient Skills I’d picked up in my soloing that were meant for main tanks.

Tanks in this game are very different from any other MMO.  In most any other game, the tank has abilities that made the monster focus on him and him only, and his skills and gear are designed around taking damage and living through it.  In CO, monsters are way smarter than that, so the job of a main tank in this game is to protect the high-damage dealers by getting between them and the enemy.  Main tanks in CO had a lot of mobility skills and snaring/stunning/crowd control skills on top of a lot of damage mitigation skills, forcing the monster to go through them to get to the damage dealer they were protecting, and giving them tools to temporarily incapacitate monsters if the main tank was squaring off against more than one.  The Taunt ability was also a critical tank skill, which caused the monster to momentarily lose its focus on its current target and attack the taunter.  The taunt only lasted a second or two, but a very good main tank knew when to use Taunt to protect the damage dealers behind him. I have Taunt as well, and my skill is 1,638, because Taunt has a lot of use in soloing.  Taunt can cause a monster that’s running away to turn around and re-engage, and in solo situations, that is critical to prevent monsters from running away and alerting other monsters around.


Taunt’s a bit of a weird skill because to use it, you have to actually insult the monster.  And the more creative you are with your insults, the better chance it has to work over and above your skill rating..  Really devastating burns give you a bonus to how long the monster focuses on you instead of its original target, so in a way, the best main tanks are really obnoxious people with a knack for annoying the hell out of others.


If Spider-Man or Deadpool were CO characters, they’d be the ultimate main tanks.


I had to resort to using Taunt on the boss to keep it off Emelda, timing it so I used it just before it used its charge attack so it didn’t bear down on her, as well as some of the main tank skills that I’ve collected over my career that would have never gone to me if I were grouped.  Most of my defensive sword skills are meant for main tanks, and I had to cycle through them when the harpy charged me, reducing the damage I took as much as possible before the taunt wore off and she went back to trying to get Emelda.


The fight drug on too long.  The harpy drove me back with a charge, and my mana was nearly used up from constantly flying.  “I have to switch!” I barked in party chat as I sheathed my swords, then I shifted to Djinn form and punched the harpy dead in the face.  We were now nearly the same size, her only a little bigger than me, so my punch carried enough weight to make her stagger back.  I followed that up with a pair of kicks as I rotated on a horizontal axis, exploiting flight by turning it into a weapon, and that gave me time to draw my swords and use them to block the harpy as she rose up enough to lunge at me with both taloned feet.  The contact caused my sword’s lightning effect to proc, zapping her and making her screech a little, and I followed that up with a Jolt attack, which conducted through the swords and zapped her again.  That made her back off far more than she should have.

It was the first time I’d ever used Jolt in a real combat situation.


“Time to get creative,” I said aloud as I used Jolt again without a target, which caused lances of electricity to arc around my body.  By constantly channeling Jolt like that, it ensured that any time the boss made physical contact with me, she was going to get zapped.  The downside was, it was sucking my mana dry in a hurry.  My trick was only going to last about 10 seconds with how much mana Jolt used…and if I was using my human form gear, it would have barely lasted three seconds due to the ridiculous mana cost of Jolt.  But the trick worked.  I rushed at the harpy, crossed my swords, and went into a Blade Dance, and every attack I made dealt extra lightning damage because I was using my other active skill slot on Jolt, combining the two skills into a single attack sequence.


Even I have to admit that I love to watch myself Blade Dance when I play back my simsense feeds.  It’s a deadly skill, but it’s also beautiful, and when I use it in Djinn form or when I’m flying in human form it carries the additional aspect of me not having to have my feet on the ground.  That turns it into nearly an aerial ballet as I twist, spin, even flip in some parts of the attack sequence, since I’ve learned how to Blade Dance while flying and not break the attack cycle while doing some acrobatic moves that further confuse and fluster the enemy.  I still do the required moves to hold Blade Dance, but when I do it in the air, the attacks come from nearly impossible angles, making it exceptionally hard to parry or break the sequence, which ends Blade Dance.  So I’m fairly sure the people watching the stream got a great show when I Blade Danced against the harpy, landing nearly 70 hits in just a matter of seconds, and each one carried the additional damage from Jolt and the lightning procs from my sword.  The result no doubt would look like me going ham all over the harpy with arcs of electricity flying all over the place.

Okay, maybe Jolt wasn’t as useless as I thought it was, though it did burn 97% of my mana in a matter of seconds…from my Djinn mana pool.  My human mana pool would have run out barely three seconds into that Blade Dance.

I dealt so much damage so fast that she turned on me without me using Taunt.  She stopped chasing Emelda and came after me, and I was just fine with that, because it would give Emelda the time and freedom to use one of her “bunker buster” nukes.  And that woman has some massive nuke spells.  I met her head on after I ended Blade Dance, using Wall of Steel to hold off her furious assault—I’d enraged her, which gave her both a damage increase and attack speed buff—relying on the defensive boost from Wall of Steel and the additional mitigation I got from Blademaster to survive her onslaught.  She had me down to nearly 20% health when Em finished casting her spell, one I’d been on the receiving end of before…Cataclysm.  I saw it coming and kicked off the harpy then flew straight up as fast as I could, and that pushed the harpy right into the path of the meteor that was crashing down from the heavens.


When it hit, everyone knew it, especially the harpy.  It took nearly 15% of her health in one blow, which caused her to shriek in pain and rage and explode out of the fireball caused by Cataclysm and charge at Emelda, trailing smoke and cinders behind her as her wing feathers burned.  But she was knocked off her path when I used Sword Blitz from over her, slamming into her back with my swords leading, driving both of us down away from Emelda as she ascended and backed up.  Using it like that damaged me as well, and I was down to 17% when we hit the ground and tumbled across the bone-strewn rocks.  Emelda had my back, raising a wall of stone between me and the harpy just as she moved to charge me—I was close and easy to attack—making her bounce off of it and giving me time to pull a healing crystal out of my item storage.  I switched back to human form—my mana regenerates much faster in Djinn form and that carries over to my human form mana pool, so I’d bought another few minutes of flight time in human form—drawing my swords.  I needed the life drain procs from the Soulblades right now or I wasn’t gonna survive the rest of this fight.

But the fight was almost over.  The harpy was down to 31% health, and we had her both coming and going.  Whoever she focused on gave the other one of us time and opportunity to really hammer her, and since we were about 20 meters apart, she couldn’t attack both of us.  The result was that the harpy ping-ponged between us, going after whoever hit her with a massive attack last, exploiting her indecision about which of us was the more dangerous foe to keep her running back and forth between us.  I held her off with my defensive skills and regenerating health using the Soulblades—but not enough to gain overall health—and Emelda used her large array of defensive spells to hold her off long enough to give me time to whack the hell out of her, me cycling through most every heavy-hitting skill I have and adding in well-timed Taunts to hold her attention long enough for Emelda to retreat to a safe distance using her disc.

It took us nearly five more minutes, but we brought her down.  When she collapsed to the ground, I had 6% health left, Emelda had 12% health left, and both of us were almost completely out of mana.


“Holy shit, we did it,” Emelda said in party chat from her disc, hovering just over me as she leaned over, her hands on her knees and out of breath.


I just had to laugh.  “Welcome to my world, Em,” I told her playfully.  “This is almost what fighting an overworld boss monster solo is like.  Especially the part when I end the fight almost dead.  But good job, Em, seriously.”


“You too.  I almost couldn’t believe it when you changed into a Djinn and went crazy on it.”


“I used Blade Dance and Jolt at the same time,” I told her.  “I thought Jolt was completely useless.  I don’t think that anymore.  Once I get both Jolt and Storm Lord up to an acceptable level, Jolt is gonna hit pretty hard, and it’ll turn Blade Dance into a death machine.  I seriously have to level it now, to get the mana cost down enough so I can use that combo attack in human form.”


“I had no idea you could sustain it like that.”


“I didn’t either until I tried it,” I admitted with a laugh.  “Burned through my entire mana pool in the Blade Dance, though.  Every time I landed a hit, Jolt went off and burned mana.  No way could I pull that off using my human gear, my mana pool is nowhere near large enough.”

“Well, everyone watching, you just got to see Xen improvise.  He’s very good at it,” she winked at me.”


“Trying to not die is the mother of invention,” I said blandly, which made her laugh.  “I just hope a dev wasn’t watching.  They’ll nerf Jolt hard as soon as they see how it can be used, so I’d better enjoy it while I can.”


“I don’t think so, you might be the only player in all of CO that has both Blade Dance and Jolt.  I don’t think they’ll nerf it over just one player.”


“May be, but there are other sword skills that land a series of blows very fast, and Jolt will work with those too,” I said.  “Blade Dance is just the heaviest-hitting one I have.”  I thought a moment.  “Though, maybe using it with Flurry or Steelstorm would work in my human form,” I pondered.  “Those skills only hit about ten times each, and it wouldn’t use up my entire mana pool to do it.  Just most of it.”

“I know what you’re doing tomorrow,” Emelda grinned.


“Yup, new toy new toy new toy,” I drawled, which made her laugh.  “Now lets look at the loot that we don’t care about.”


It turned out the loot was something we cared about, because it dropped something truly magical.  When we opened the harpy’s pouch, we were both almost shocked to see a glowing scroll fall to the ground along with the usual gold and gems.  It was a Legendary skill!  “Oh my GOD, a Legendary skill!” Emelda literally screamed.

I had to laugh.  “And you weren’t sure if you wanted to kill the boss,” I teased.  “I already have a legendary skill, hon.  So it’s all yours.”


She gave me a look of incredible glee and snapped it up, which bound the scroll to her.  She untied it with shaking fingers and unrolled it, and I had to step over and look over her shoulder.


Holy crap, it was one of the most powerful Legendary skills in the game!  It was Flames of Methrian!


In the game’s lore, Methrian, the character after which our server is named, was the First Archmage, and he was most known for a large variety of fire-based spells that were named after him.  His nickname was the Blue Phoenix because his fire spells were so hot, so intense, that the flames from his fire spells were blue, and they could deal damage to fire-based monsters like Salamanders and fire elementals where no other spell could.  Flames of Methrian was a legendary skill that would increase Emelda’s damage using fire spells, reduce damage she took from fire in return, and give her the ability to damage creatures otherwise immune to fire-based spells using fire.  She also got access to a unique spell called Phoenix Fire, the single-most hardest hitting nuke spell in the entire game.  It took forever to cast and if she was damaged or otherwise disturbed while she was casting it the spell would fail, but if she had the time and protection to cast that spell, it would melt the face off just about anything it hit.

And like all Legendary skills, it had a utility use as well.  When she got the skill to 2,000 (which she would level by casting fire-based spells or taking damage from fire-based attacks), she would gain a new child skill called Phoenix Form, which would allow her to transform into a unique blue phoenix and fly.  And like a real phoenix, if she was killed in phoenix form, she would raise from her own ashes and be reborn, which would allow her to resurrect herself without reincarnating at the graveyard, and without losing all of her experience points.  That could be potentially game-changing for a raider, it would allow Emelda to shift to phoenix form just before she died and be reborn where she died, and since she had the Resurrection spell, she could resurrect the raid without them having to run back to where they died.  It would save her raid a ton of time and effort to get back to their corpses and recover.


Emelda could not have gotten a better Legendary skill, and I was ecstatic for her.


I knew so much about it because I’d read up on the various known Legendary skills (there are 370 of them at last count), and Flames of Methrian was one of the most coveted of them all, particularly for mage archetypes.  And since Legendary skills were unique on each server, Emelda and Emelda only would have that skill.

“Oh my God.  Xen, do you know what this is?” she nearly whispered, her voice quavering and her hands shaking.


“Only the best Legendary skill in the game for a spellcaster,” I said proudly.  “Congratulations, Em.  You deserve it.”


She burst into tears, whirled, and crushed me in a powerful hug.


“Looks like I know what you’re doing for the next month,” I chuckled, patting her on the back.  “You have to get it to two thousand as fast as you possibly can.  But you’d better officially learn the skill,” I urged lightly..

She pushed out of my arms and did so, almost as if someone was going to steal the scroll from her at any moment.  The scroll flared with light and then vanished in a puff of smoke and dust, and that was that.  From that moment on, all of Emelda’s fire spells would be blue instead of red, and she’d be able to deal fire damage to any creature, even those immune to fire.  It would be trivial at first, but as she raised the skill higher and higher, the damage of her fire-based spells and the proportion of damage she could deal to creatures otherwise immune to fire would increase, until she dealt full damage with her spells at skill level 1,000.  The damage bonus to her fire spells wasn’t capped, and would still increase, however.  Past that, the skill would reduce the damage she took from fire, until at skill level 2,000, where she would be immune to any and all fire damage.  And that only made sense, given that it was at 2,000 that she gained Phoenix Form, which was a creature that was literally on fire.  If she wasn’t immune to fire, she’d take damage from her own skill.

“Well, I’d say that the people watching got to see something amazing,” I told Emelda with a smile.  “It’s not every day someone gets the best skill in the entire game.”


She was both crying and laughing.  “This certainly wasn’t planned, but I’m not complaining.  I’m so happy, Xen!  I’ve wanted Flames of Methrian since I first saw it on the wiki!”


“Well, show it off, girl!” I ordered.  “Show off those blue flames!”


She laughed and stepped back, then cast a very simple fire spell called Burning Hands.  And true to the name of the spell, her hands erupted in flames…blue flames.  She gazed at them in wonder, the flames reflecting off of her luminous eyes.


And just like that, Emelda went from being one of the most dangerous mage archetypes on Methrian to being one of the most dangerous mage archetypes anywhere, because of that one skill.  Once she got it leveled up, it would make her fire nukes hit like an atomic bomb, and Phoenix Fire would be almost like an atomic bomb.  And thanks to the way the skill worked, even players and monsters immune to fire would take damage from those mega-nukes.  No target would be safe from her fire spells, and given she had a preference for using fire-based magic, that made Flames of Methrian the perfect Legendary skill for her.


We decided to pack it in for the dungeon, because Savar would be finishing her raid soon, and besides, Emelda was too giddy over getting her skill to really be able to focus very well on fighting.  I knew how she felt, because that was the way I felt when I got Touched by the Djinn.  I spent nearly a full day trying to resist the urge to jump up and down like an over-excited Japanese anime schoolgirl, and I would just stand somewhere and stare at my skill window for minutes at a time, almost in disbelief that that skill was in my skill window.


Emelda would experience what me and Savar had, because getting a Legendary skill was truly game-changing for the player.  Touched by the Djinn was the foundation of my entire gaming strategy, affecting every part of my gaming experience from travel to combat to even leisure time where I didn’t do much of anything at all (weird, I know, having leisure time inside a game), and Savar was the same.  She’d raised Time Lord up to where she now used it in all aspects of her gaming, from speeding up her travel times to even speeding up her crafting skills by speeding up time for herself in relation to the rest of the game.  That was because she’d unlocked child skills after raising the main skill up, one of which gave her the ability to haste herself in non-combat situations for much, much longer than she could in combat.  And in combat…damn, had she truly mastered how to use it for maximum effect.  Since the haste effect had a cooldown equal to the time the buff was applied (exactly the same way Blade Dance works), she used it in short bursts, the way I use Blade Dance, but her ability to slow time on an external target had a duration that was longer than the spell’s cooldown, so she could keep it applied to a monster indefinitely.  She could only affect one target at a time, however, or it’d be so unbalanced that it would break the game.  But thanks to Time Lord, Savar could now solo overworld boss monsters the same way I can by slowing the monster and using her Savasa movement speed bonus to stay out of its reach, then using her haste buff judiciously in “burst phases” when she could unload on the monsters with impunity, then let the ability’s cooldown reset when the monster got close to her, as she moved away and got distance from the monster once again.  She could kite any monster for as long as she wanted so long as she had enough room to maneuver, and that gave her the ability to kill almost any single monster one on one…provided it couldn’t dispel magical effects on itself, anyway.  It may take her time to wear it down with her bow, and she did have to deal with any ranged or magical attacks the monster may have, but she could kill it.

It was very fun to watch her solo monsters.  She had raised kiting to an art form, and watching her kite things was like watching a professional dancer practice her craft.

Sano had truly mastered her character, including how to best use Savar’s racial bonuses for maximum effect even at this stage of the game.  And that made her one of the smartest players on the server.


And Emelda wasted absolutely no time.  As soon was we got back to my townhouse in Citadel City, we went up to the roof and she started casting fire spells at the practice dummy I keep up there.  And while she settled in, I decided to give the stream viewers a quick tour of my townhouse before I ended it.  I started in the shop and then went up floor by floor, showing off my Djinn apartment, then my research library, then my living quarters on the top.  “I furnished most of it myself using conjuring, one of the child skills from Touched by the Djinn,” I said openly, which the viewers could hear.  “Truth be told, conjuring was the most useful part of it for me after I first got it.  I got very rich by selling things that I could conjure, most of it being rare and valuable tradeskill mats…then I spent every gold piece I had on this apartment when the Citadel opened on my server,” I had to say ruefully.  “In fact, I had to borrow thirty thousand gold from Savar,” I admitted.  “I got the money to pay her back by searching the ruins around Citadel City for treasures chests, and managed to find a piece of gear that I sold that got me out of debt and put some gold back in the bank besides.”  I had to laugh.  “We were so hopeless when the Citadel opened.  We’re a very small server and we’re in like last place when it comes to raid progression, so none of us were in any way prepared for the monsters up here.  Baby squirrels were wiping entire raid parties,” I laughed.  “But things are a little better here now.  The top tier raiding guilds have geared up using random loot drops from the weaker monsters outside the city, and now they’re selling the gear they don’t need anymore, so the lower tier raiders are starting to gear up too.  In just a few months, the prices will come down to where just about anyone can afford a couple of pieces of Citadel random drop gear, and that’ll really help them out in their questing back on Arca and Netherim.  And here’s my living room.  I think I spend more time in this room than I do in my living room in the real world,” I admitted lightly.  “Me and Em and Savar hang out here all the time, watching viddy or just talking.  We spend a lot of the time not playing the game while we’re playing the game,” I laughed.  “But I think a lot of players do that.  Sometimes it’s more fun to just kick back and relax in here than it is to do it in the real world.”  Savar entered the parlor, since she had the ability to enter the house without me having to let her in.  “Hey Savar, raid done?”


“Yup,” she replied.  “We finally cleared the last boss in the Echoing Halls.  All we have left is the Dark Tower, and we’ll be ready to start up here on Citadel,” she said eagerly.


“Just to warn you, I’m still streaming, so don’t say anything too personal,” I told her in friend chat 

“Cool, I’ll start up mine so I can test it before we do it for real.”


“First thing, though, you need to up to the roof right now.  Em has something cool to show you,” I told her with a smile.


“Oh, really?” she replied, then she went past me towards the stairs going up to the roof, which were in the kitchen.


“I’ll give the girls privacy for that,” I said to the streamers lightly.  But a moment later, I did hear Savar literally scream in delight.  “And there we go, now she knows,” I quipped as I started for the stairs myself. I doubted we were going to do anything tonight other than celebrate Emelda’s good luck, but that was fine with me.  One of the greatest things about this game was that sometimes, it was more fun to be logged on and not playing it the way it was intended than it was to be out there adventuring.  Or, maybe Emelda would want to go right out and start practicing her new skill, I didn’t know.  And I’d be fine with it either way.

Tonight was Rita’s night, and I couldn’t be happier for her.
