
I’d hit a threshold of some sort.

I pondered it as I finished up the last of my queue, a hand propping up my head as I looked at my holoviewer.  I could do all this internally the way most of the guys in the office did, but I didn’t like being merged at work.  It made me much less aware of what was going on around me…and I don’t feel comfortable being unaware of my surroundings when surrounded by people I don’t entirely trust, especially since there were Faey the building.


I know everyone in my office.  But I don’t trust them.


Naturally, I was thinking about CO, because what else do I think about?  On the way back to Freeport, I hit 1,500 in Djinn Form.  That was a threshold level for the skill.  And given I only got the skill about six months ago, to get it that high that fast is truly impressive.  That shows how much I use it.  I use it almost constantly when I’m out in the world, I shift back and forth dozens of times a play session, which gives the skill ample opportunities to increase without me having to dedicate myself to training it.  I’d taken note of it without thinking about it on the way back, more concerned with getting back to Freeport so I could turn in the pop-up quest and get the XP for both it and the main quest.  But my character was there now, logged out in my house, and I had a massive amount of XP to spend when I logged back on.  The pop-up quest netted me a truly ridiculous amount of XP for some odd reason, and that added to the XP of the other quest and the XP I already had accrued, and I had enough to buy enough points in Translocation to get within 27 of the target number I needed to learn Teleport.

But Djinn Form had my attention much more.  When I crossed over 1,500, something felt…different about Djinn form.  I think I mentioned that sometimes a skill unlocks additional bonuses or new child skills related to the main skill, or changes the way the skill works when you get it to a very high level, and I think that was what happened with Djinn Form.  I hadn’t used Djinn form again since getting it to 1,500, I flew all the way to Auger’s Ford, returning to human form and arranging for a gryphon to fly me the rest of the way.  I do that because I don’t like flying over territory in Djinn form with a large number of players around for fear they’ll try to kill me for the loot they think I drop, even if I do it while invisible.

I’d experiment with it when I got home tonight.  I was waiting for King Gerin to give me the next quest, because he was waiting for Merria go over the intel I brought back.  But, I had the feeling that the Grand Crusade was getting close to being finished, at least for me.  I had the feeling that the quest was building up to a major battle between the players and the Kanlon/Salamander alliance, and the time and place of that battle was starting to take shape.

The other thing I’d been contemplating was the Champion’s Raiment gear.  I had the feeling that we weren’t going to be allowed to get a full set of it.  I figured we’d get four or five pieces maximum.


I received my thid piece when I handed in the quests, and I took the time to cycle through the various rewards and carefully study each of them.  And I came to the conclusion that the Champion’s Raiment gear was ridiculously overpowered.  Even if only 40 players on a server would have it, I realized that if those 40 people were in just two or three raiding guilds, they could dramatically unbalance the raid encounters and make them much easier for the raid groups to win.  I had the feeling that we wouldn’t get the chance to complete the entire set, but even still, that was half our gear at Goku from Dragonball Z levels of insanely overpowered…at least for our server.  I had the feeling that Champion’s Raiment wasn’t nearly so powerful on servers like Azjar, who were doing the raids on Citadel.

But it was still extremely powerful gear.  For one, every piece had a powerful additional effect, and the third piece I’d selected was just as powerful as the headband and boots I already had.  Faerune and Feather Light had shown just how powerful they are when I went into the Underdark, and now, added to those, was the effect Iron Skin.  I’d selected a new pair of leather bracers to replace my magical ones, bracers designed for a mage archetype, not a melee archetype, and they were like my bracers on steroids.  Iron Skin gave the equivalent armor rating as a player wearing full plate armor, but it also reduced the damage I took from slashing and piercing weapons by an additional 25%...and most melee types in this game used bladed weapons.  The bonus represented how difficult it was to cut or pierce my skin.  Iron Skin wasn’t exclusive to Champion’s Raiment gear—none of the effects were—it was a very powerful defensive effect found on cutting edge raid gear, meant mainly to give top-tier mage archetype raiders some considerable physical protection and tank archetypes additional damage reduction against weapons they commonly faced, but it worked for me just the same because I don’t wear armor.  I don’t want the noise of it or the weight causing me problems when I’m deep in the unexplored wilds alone.  For me, Iron Skin was the perfect defensive ability, and it was about time I added to my defense with these Champion gear pieces. 


If I was right, I’d get one or possibly two more pieces of gear with effects like that.  If I had the full set of eight pieces plus my Champion’s weapons, I’d become a death machine.  So, I’d have to be very careful about which piece I picked next…it may be my last.

I managed to make it to lunchtime, and I went down to eat lunch with Mrima.  Her kids were back in the Academy, so she was back to brown-bagging her lunch.  I got the chance to meet her kids a few days ago, and I have to admit, they’re both adorable.  They’re adults themselves, but they’re still adorable.  Both of them are in the plasma engineering program, learning Confederation-standard technology so they can take it back to their home planet with them.  Paian had been barely into their space age when they joined the Confederation, so they went from like we were just before the subjugation to having access to jump engines and plasma power technology.  Their home planet was still using their original technology, and Mrima’s kids would be part of the vanguard of engineers and newly trained specialists that would overhaul Paian’s infrastructure to make it modern by Confederation standards.  Both the Pai and Muri, who lived in the same star system and joined at the same time, had been smart about not rushing into it, making careful plans about when and how they’d upgrade so they could do it right.  And Mrima showed how quickly they’d integrated themselves into the Confederation.  Mrima wasn’t the only Pai living and working on Earth.  She was here to support her children as much as she could, who were two of the very lucky ones chosen to come here to learn Confederation technology to take back to Paian with them.  And since math was math just about everywhere and accounting was a unversal principle, she was able to bring her accounting skills to Earth and land a job in MM’s accounting department with only a little bit of training.  The Pai used the decimal system the same as the Faey and Earth did, so the math she knew was the same math we used.

She jumped up onto the table and grinned at me, pointing at her brand new interface.  Because her ears were more on the top of her head than the sides like ours, she had an interface that curled around the back of her left ear, where mine rested on and around my left ear and extended forward to my cheek…at least when I wear it.  I’m not allowed to jack into my workstation through an interface because of internal security rules, prevents people from downloading proprietary company data into their interfaces.  I have to take mine off and jack directly into my work computer, and I’m not so obsessed with mine that I put it on just to come down to lunch.  In that respect, I am definitely in the minority around here.  “Did you buy that, Mri?”


“My cubs did!” she said, looking both happy and emotional.  “They saved some of the money I sent them and bought me this interface when I told them I got a jack.  And they have jacks now too, they can play the game with us!”


“They do?”


“That’s what they’ve been doing with the money I send them.  Academy students can get jacks at a discount through the Faey Imperium’s Medical Service annex there on campus, and they’d be silly not to take advantage of that.  They saved up to get jacks, and got a package deal on three interfaces.”

“What kind did you get?”


“They bought me a top line model!” she said, nearly sniffling.  “KI 300 with twenty gigastrings of internal memory, and four expansion slots!” she burbled gleefully.  “And they included a langauge library module with every language used in the Confederation, so I can get real-time translation so I can talk to anyone!  My cubs are so good to me.”


“That’s because you’re good to them,” I told her with a smile.  “How heavy are their schedules this semester?”


“Four classes each,” she replied.  “They both have advanced plasma systems one this semester, and everyone says that’s the hardest class for their major.  If they can pass this semester, they’ll graduate.  So, to give themselves extra time to study, they reduced their class load.”


“Smart,” I nodded in agreement.  “Now just make sure they don’t get so involved in merge games like CO to not study.”

“They better not,” she said adamantly, which made me chuckle.  “I mean, I’m happy to have them play on our server, it gives me a chance to see them on more than the vidlink during the week, but if their grades suffer because they’re playing instead of studying, well, they’re not too old to claw up.”

“Crack that whip, Mri,” I told her with a smile.


“I already told them to roll their characters on Methrian.”


“Methrian?” Tom Jacobs said from behind Mri, stopping on his way to the lunch line and leaning over Mrima, looking down at her.  “That’s a CO server, Mri.  Did you start playing?”


“Uh-huh,” she replied.  “I thought it would be a fun game to play once I had a jack.  My cubs in the Academy have jacks too, so they’re going to play the game with me, so we can see each other more than on the weekends.”


“That’s pretty smart, but Methrian’s a kinda blah server,” he said.  “They don’t have much of a raiding community there.  It’s really small.  We decided to go where the action is, so me and the guys from the office rolled on Azjar.”


“That’s kinda why I like it,” she said, glancing at me.  “I feel like I have space to myself, and there are enough other people around to group with.”


“Though, that means you’re on the server where they’ve advanced the Grand Crusade the most,” he said.  “Have you seen anything happen yet?”


“Well, yeah, but not to me,” she said.  “I just started playing not too long ago.  I’m not ready to do stuff like that yet.  I haven’t even made it out of my faction territory.”


“It won’t take long,” he told her.  “Which faction you go with?”


“Golden Lion.  I rolled a Jagaara.  I like being a bigger version of me,” she laughed.  “I looked at the Savasa and the Kerians, but they weren’t as handsome as a Jagaara.”

“I shoulda known,” Tom grinned at her.  “I play Black Fang myself.  I’ve always wanted to fly since I was a little kid, and didn’t want to be a fairy-looking wussy Sylph, so I went Drakkin.”


Mrima gave me a fleeting, amused look.  She remembered what I said about the Drakkin.  “I haven’t seen any of those yet.  The Netherim races don’t come into our faction territory.”


“They’d be attacked if they did, unless they’re careful,” Tom nodded, then looked at me.  “You should play, Kevin.  I think you’d like it.  Me and the guys could help get you set up with some pretty cool stuff,” he said enticingly.

“No thanks,” I said quietly.


“The line’s getting long, better get in it so I have enough time to eat.  Have fun playing with your kids, Mrima.  See ya later.”

“Thanks, Tom!  See ya!”  Mrima gave me an impish look, then burst into a fit of Pai giggling, which was a cross between hissing and laughing.  “If he only knew,” she grinned up at me.

“Thanks,” I said simply.


“What kind of friend would I be?” she said with a wink.  I understood what she meant.


I was nearly impatient to get home, watching the clock for the last two hours of work, and moved much faster than usual to get onto the tram.  I looked out the window as the tram followed the sky tracks through a city that was barely the same as it was when I arrived here a little under three years ago.  The city had some skyscrapers before, but now there were 200 story megabuildings in downtown and the outlying suburbs had buildings upwards of 100 stories, turning Jacksonville’s skyline into a true metropolis.  The MM building itself was 139 stories, and it was one of the smaller Makati-built skyscrapers in the city.  Jacksonville was the biggest city in Florida because so many off-planet corporations had set up offices here, and it was a fairly cosmopolitan city as well.  Humans were the most common sight, but there were tons of other races in the Confederation here, since you could always find a job if you came to Earth.  The planet had a policy that allowed anyone in the Confederation to come here to work, and the truth was, we desperately needed them because we didn’t have enough people to fill all the jobs. Earth’s economy was booming since the Imperium turned the planet into a neutral system, because corporations from almost every member of the Confederation had come to Earth to set up shop.  The planet’s neutral status made it perfect for the megacorps to do business with each other.

I was logged in within minutes of getting home, and almost immediately I opened my skill window and checked Djinn Form.  When a normal or Ancient skill unlocks new abilities, it says so in the skill description.  But Legendary skills, I’ve come to learn, are very different.  Touched by the Djinn’s skill description had virtually no explanation of what it was and how it worked when I first got it, leaving me to figure out how it worked on my own.

I checked Djinn Form in my skill window and saw no new child skill under it, meaning that if it changed, the change dealt with Djinn form itself.  So I had only one real option…I took a step back from the furniture, hunched down so I didn’t bang my head on the ceiling, and shifted into Djinn form.


How it was different made itself apparent after I did a few experiments, and I did nearly bash my head on the ceiling of my bedroom when I realized what changed.


My gear would now swap when I changed forms!  I could equip gear in Djinn form, and it would vanish and be replaced by my gear in human form! 


A little testing in the city showed that everything else about Djinn Form worked the same.  I was still not considered a player in Djinn form and NPC behavior towards me was the same as towards the Djinn in the game.  In Freeport, that meant that the guards wouldn’t attack me, because Djinn weren’t unknown in the city.  Djinn NPCs had visited the city before and had been gracious guests, so they were allowed into the city.  Most NPC merchants in Freeport considered Djinn to be very welcome because they had a lot of gold to spend in their shops, so they were more than welcome.


The threshold didn’t change the skill much, but it was very welcome in how it did.  My vulnerability in Djinn form had cost me hours of travel time, more gold than I cared to lose, and a hefty chunk XP over the two months since I had it, given I could be one-shotted by most medium-skill players and monsters.  The risk of being easily killed and losing unspent XP, gold, and all the gear I had equipped was the balance for the ability to fly, but now that danger had been removed.  My Djinn form could now have its own gear, and after I did a test by finding a player and more or less allowing him to kill me while I was wearing some trash gear, I found out that while he could still loot my gold, he could not loot my equipment.


I could now equip my Djinn form with some good gear!

That mystery solved, I attended to my other task, and that was spending my XP.  I brought up the XP menu and dumped every point into Translocation, and to my delight, it raised it to within 26 of the target level I needed to learn Teleport.  Another couple of successful missions like the last one, and I’d have it.


Not long after that, I was summoned back to the palace, and found myself in a very strange conference.  King Gerin was receiving the kings of the Savasa and the halflings, and in addition to the usual retinues a king would have with him, both of the Champions of those races were with them.  The halfing champion looked to be a mage archetype, wearing cloth and leather much like me but without melee weapons, and the Savasa champion was wearing leather armor and had her Champion weapon slung over her back, a bow.  She was an archer archetype, she had to be to take a bow as her Champion weapon.  None of us would be crazy enough to select a weapon that didn’t match our skill builds.

They were certainly a study in opposites.  Halflings were one of the smaller races in the game, only about a meter tall, and they tended to be a bit portly and young-looking. They looked very non-threatening, a fact they used to their advantage, because halflings were the race in their faction with the strongest racial bonuses geared towards magic.  The halfling champion had taken that path.  The Savasa, on the other hand, were a fairly tall, slender, highly athletic race, patterned after cheetahs.  That meant that the king, his bodyguards, and his champion were all very lean, long-legged, and had very long tails.  Savasa had some pretty powerful racial abilities and bonuses that made them a popular race among players, the most powerful of which was Sprint.  It was the ability to run at very high speed for a short period of time, like a real life cheetah chasing down an antelope, and that was coupled to another racial bonus that gave the Savasa the fastest base movement speed for players in the game, making the Savasa the fastest player race in the game on the ground.  And for a highly mobile race, playing an archer archetype was a good choice, because that speed allowed the champion to stay out of reach of her enemies.  Most Savasa were mage archetypes, archer archetypes, or had skills mixing the two…much as my skillset mixed both melee combat and magic.

The fact that she took a bow as her weapon meant she considered herself an archer, but I’d bet she has some high Spellcasting skills to back up those arrows.


They also dressed very differently.  Halflings tended to wear well-made clothing that made them look smart and dapper, where Savasa wore ragged, minmalist leathers that left most of their bodies uncovered, a very African tribal theme.  But that in no way meant that the Savasa were uncivilized, they just preferred a more tribal mode of dress.  The Savasa champion only wore a pair of leather straps that crossed between her slightly smaller than average, pert breasts, leaving them bare, and a loincloth-like wrap around her hips that covered her crotch, which gave her tail free rein to move about.  She had a few leather bands tied to her arms and legs, a leather choker of sorts around her neck, and wore three fairly large black feathers behind her left ear.  Like a real cheetah, she had a light tan coat with black spots, a white belly, a very long tail with black bands near the tip, and her face had those black lines that ran from the corners of her eyes down to her mouth, along the sides of her nose.  Her face was far more cat then human, so she had a short muzzle, fangs, and a cat’s nose, but she had hair, long blond hair with spots in it similar to her fur.  Hair like that on a female Savasa was what many players called the Cheetara wannabes, at least those that remembered that old human cartoon.

The fact that she was bare-breasted meant very little in this game.  This game could only be played by adults, since it could only be played using a jack, so nudity was more than allowed here.  Hell, sex was allowed here, a player’s avatar was anatomically correct and everything worked exactly the way it was supposed to.  Players could hook up with each other or with NPCs…if they could talk them into it.


That was the dirty, depraved side of this game.  Some NPCs were programmed to be horny little sluts.


And besides that, not only humans played this game. Other races did too, and every race had its own ideas about how much they were allowed to show the world.  Races like the Kirri and Sha'i-ree wore no clothes at all, some races like the Pai and the Faey only wore clothes as a fashion accessory and had no laws about what they were and were not allowed to show, and races like the Prakarikai, Shio, and humans considered it a major social taboo to show certain parts of their bodies in public.  One of the things a lot of us humans had to learn to handle was the influx of races coming here that didn’t think nudity was a big deal at all.

There were no indecent exposure laws in Jacksonville, or much of anywhere on Earth anymore, so it wasn’t illegal for people to go about anywhere in town naked.  Not that I’d ever do it, but if I really wanted to, I could.


The Savasa champion padded over to me on her digitigrade legs—one reason she had a much higher base movement speed than other races—and stood beside me as our rulers exchanged pleasantries in the throne room.  Her bow was still out, slung over her shoulder, which was nearly a violation of protocols.  To satisfy the long-standing custom of not bearing weapons before a king, however, she had no quiver or arrows on her person.  That rendered the bow more or less useless.  “I know what Emelda and the others tried,” she whispered.  “Not all of us were in on that.  Hell, I quit the Dragon Knights over it,” she told me.


“You were in the guild?”


She nodded.  “Not anymore.  I’m in a new guild now that I like a whole lot better,” she answered.  “And since I already have my bow, you don’t have to worry about me.  What use does a Savasa have for a mount?  I move nearly as fast without one.”

“Win traded for it?”


She glanced over at me and winked.  “Emelda let me kill her to get it.”


“That makes me feel a whole lot better.”


She had to suppress a chuckle, else she’d ruin King Gerin’s welcoming speech.


The meeting didn’t just introduce me to two other champions, the Savasa champion Savar and the halfling champion Meldo, it triggered new quests for all of us.  My own was what I was fairly sure was the beginning of the final chain in the quest, because I was being sent to the Sea of Grass to investigate sightings of sea giants and Sahaugin along the coast to determine if they were also allied with the Kanlon, which was where Merria’s intelligence said that the Kanlon were planning to land their invasion force.  Both were aquatic races, with sea giants being fairly self-explanatory and Sahaugin being kinda like reptile-fish-man kinda things.  They were an intelligent NPC race like the razormaws or the Arachnauts, but the Sahaugin were hostile to all non-ocean dwelling races.  The faction was permanently hostile, there was no way to earn reputation with them.  But, if the Kanlon had managed to enlist their aid…that said something bigger was going on. The Sahaugin attacked and killed all landwalkers, and naval powers particularly hated them because they attacked ships at sea.  Had the Kanlon and the Sahaugin come to some kind of agreement?

And as I suspected, the final stages of the Grand Crusade would be group oriented.  While Meldo was being sent off to deliver an urgent message to the Silver Blade faction leaders to try to enlist their aid, Savar’s quest was the same as mine.  Savar’s king ordered her to go with me to the Sea of Grass and assess the possible threat to Amber Shire territory from the sea giants and Sahaugin.  But, while we had more or less the same objectives to our quests, they weren’t the same quest.  It was not a group quest.  We could complete our quests alone, or we had the option to group up and do it together.


Much to my surprise, Savar seemed to know the answer to that question before she asked it.  As we left the palace, she looked over at me without stopping.  “I know you work alone,” she said.  “So I’m not even gonna ask if you wanna group.  But what I’d like to do is for us to meet in a week at Dewdrop Village so we can trade intel on what we’ve learned.  It’s a safe zone, the only one in the Sea of Grass.”


“That’s alright with me,” I told her.  “It’s only going to take me about four hours to get to the Sea of Grass, so I’ll have plenty of time to look around before we meet.”


“That fast?  You must know where a scion is.”


I nodded.  “There’s one in a cave on the edge of the Sea of Grass, close to the border with the Amber Fields,” I told her. the Amber Fields was the border of Amber Shire faction territory, which was controlled by the halflings.  It was a large area of farms and villages.

“Seriously?  I thought I’d explored that whole area.”

“It’s not easy to find.  It’s on the side of a cliff face on one of the mesas there in the northern edge of the Sea of Grass, and the cave entrance is very hard to see from the ground.  The only way to get up there is to fly or use spider climb or having Climbing skill.”


She raised her hand, which had short, curved claws on it.  Like a real cheetah, they weren’t retractable.  “These do help if you buy it,” she said lightly.


“That’ll get you down,” I said professionally.  “The scion that connects to it is in the Midnight Glade, which is in neutral territory not far from Jagaara lands.  It’s about a hundred and twenty kilometers from here.  That’s how I know about it.”


“It sounds like you’re gonna show me where it is.”


“I guess I can,” I shrugged.  “Can you ride a gryphon?”


“Nope.”


“Well, we can take a horse to Long Shadow’s Rest, a Jagaara village only about an hour’s walk from the scion.  Only problem is, that’s gonna be about six hours to the village on horseback.”

“I can keep up with a horse,” she said confidently.


And she did.  In addition to Sprint, Savasa had a racial ability called Striding that allowed them to run at the speed of a cantering horse, and the higher they raised the skill, the longer they could do it and the faster they could go.  Savar had clearly raised hers super high, because she loped alongside my horse with no effort at all, even had the breath to carry on a full conversation.  That was one of the racial bonuses that made them such a popular choice for players; Savasa didn’t need mounts, so they could travel long distances much faster than most other player races.


To be honest, if I knew then what I know now, I probably would have rolled a Savasa.  They’re well suited for a solo playstyle, and their racial movement bonuses make them killer explorers.


It took us about six hours to get to Long Shadow’s Rest, and the hours I spent talking to Savar had inclined me towards her.  She was a raider, but she didn’t act like an arrogant jackwagon like most of the players in her old guild.  She’d used permanent illusion magic to alter the appearance of her gear to make her look more like a true Savasa, embracing the role-playing aspect of the game much as I did, and I had to admit, she found a pretty wicked-looking model of bow that complemented her preferred appearance.  Champion weapons could not have their appearance altered by that spell, and if her quest rewards were the same as mine, she had the option to select Champion’s Raiment items that matched the style of dress of her race, so the Raiment gear didn’t need to be altered to make it fit in with her appearance.


Many bows in this game looked far too outlandish to actually work the way a bow was supposed to work, but she’d selected a bow that both looked like a true Champion’s weapon but also looked realistic enough to be a real bow.

We reached the village, I handed in the horse at the stable there, and we walked for nearly half an hour out away from the village.  We finally reached the Midnight Glade, and I took her down a rarely used path that ran up a shallow valley between two hills.  “It’s neutral territory at the top of the valley,” I told her.


“Okay.  Anything dangerous along the way I should know about?”


“The Midnight Glade is meant for players just leaving faction territory, so nothing there should be particularly dangerous.  You have night vision, so that won’t be a problem either.  It’s usually pretty dark in there.  That’s how it got its name.”

“Why is that?”


“There’s a kind of magical tree there called shadeleaf trees, enough of them to swallow up most of the light and leave it dark as night in there in the middle of the day,” I explained.  “There’s one of them right there, a smaller one,” I added, pointing.  “See how the shadow under it is much darker than the other trees?”


“Yeah. I think I’ve seen those trees before, over in the Ancient Forest.”


“They’re there too, but the Midnight Glade is full of them, so it’s always dark there,” I nodded. “At night, not even people with night vision can see.  You have to have magical sight.  But I should warn you, the place is something of a haven for undead.  Shadeleaf trees attract ghouls, since the trees protect them from being burned by the sun.  Most of the quests there revolve around thinning out the number of undead so they don’t overrun Jagaara lands.”

“Sounds like you did most of them.”


“I did,” I nodded.


After cresting the hill at the top of the valley, we looked down at the Midnight Glade.  The tops of the trees were easily visible, but the space between them and the leaves was much darker, creating an ominous vibe for the woods.  “The scion is in the center of the glade,” I told her.  “It’s in a cave concealed within the roots of the largest tree.  That one,” I said, pointing at the tallest tree in the woods, which was a good twenty meters higher than the surrounding trees.  “Do you have some kind of magical sight?  The area around the main tree is completely dark all the time.  Not even night vision is enough to see.”


“I can manage,” she told me.


“Then let’s go.”


It took us about 45 minutes to reach the center of the glade, and it was uneventful.  The undead that lurked within the woods weren’t very active in the middle of the day (it was about noon in the game, remember it works on a 30 hour day so the time in here doesn’t sync with the time in the real world), and all we saw were a few skeletons from a distance that didn’t see us and attack.  And I don’t go picking unnecessary fights   We reached the roots of the tree, and I led her to the entrance, which was barely a crack between two roots near the tree’s trunk.  I slipped through and waited for her, then we started down the narrow, low-ceilinged tunnel.  There were points where both of us had to stoop over, and one where we had to crawl, but the tunnel eventually opened into a large chamber holding the curved spires of the scion.  “Here it is,” I told her, taking an activation crystal out of my Bag of Carrying.  These things needed a crystal to activate, and those crystals aren’t free.  Players with an Enchanting skill of at least 500 can make them, and NPC enchanters sell them.  I have a high enough skill to make my own, but it’s usually easier to just buy them from Lucilia, because the process to make them is rather involved, requires access to an enchanter’s lab, and takes nearly 12 hours to complete.  I’m usually moving around too much to stop for 12 hours to make scion crystals, and I don’t exactly carry an enchanter’s lab around in my pants.


Yet another strong hint that I should buy a larger house.  I only have room in mine for my smithy.  I have the ability to make a lot of other stuff, but I have nowhere to set up to do it unless I rent space in an NPC’s shop.

Really, I needed someplace permanent, but someplace mobile.  I’m almost never at my house in Freeport.  There were a few things like that out there, like Molevena’s Wondrous Extradimensional Mansion, but things like that were insanely rare.  Like Legendary-level rare.  The mansion was the most ingenious thing in the game, in my opinion.  It was just a tuning fork, and what you did was you struck it on a door, and it turned that door into an entrance to the extradimensional pocket holding the mansion.  Only the owner could enter the mansion through the door, anyone else that used the door just went through the door.  That allowed the owner to access his home from anywhere there was a door…and what do you know, there was another item called Molevena’s Folding Door.  Those two items used in tandem let the owner set up a door and acess his mansion from anywhere, any time.  Another option was an item known as Strevla’s Miniature Mansion, it was a large permanent house that magically shrunk down to the size of a marble, as did everything one put in it.  The owner set the house down and used a command to make it return to its full size, allowing the owner to carry his house around with him.

The last item was the one I felt I had the most reasonable chance of getting.  It was a spell called Succor, and what it did was it allowed the caster to teleport back to a pre-determined location, but using the spell again returned the caster back to where he originally cast the spell.  That spell would allow me to set the destination of my Succor to the house, then go out and explore.  If I needed to return to my house, I would use Succor, do what I needed to do, then use Succor again and return to the exact spot I was at when I cast the first Succor.


What made it feasible was that while Succor only dropped from boss monsters in dungeons and raids, the spell itself was not bound.  That meant that it could be sold to another player by the lucky player that got it.  And naturally, anyone lucky enough to get it charged ridiculous amounts of money for them if they decided to sell it…which wasn’t very often.  I’ve been keeping my eye out for Succor in all the usual high-traffic player markets, and I haven’t seen it for sale.  But when I do, I’ll buy it.  I have lots of gold, and I can afford to blow half a million gold on a spell that would be that useful to me.


Funny thing is, even if I did have it, I don’t have a Translocation skill high enough to cast the spell.  I’d need 76 more points in Translocation to cast the spell, and that’s a long way away.


It does make sense.  Succor is a more advanced version of Teleport, so naturally it would have a higher skill requirement.


I don’t think I’ve ever mentioned the fact that I have a lot of money.  I’ve had conjuring high enough to sell expensive materials to tailors, fletchers, and enchanters for a long time, and that’s given me time to amass a huge fortune.  Outside of my conjuring profits, when you don’t have to share the loot with anyone else, you can collect a lot of it if you’re capable of taking down monsters and bosses that drop it, and I can do just that.  I have a little over five million gold saved up, and I’m holding onto it for one reason.


When someone finds the Citadel and unlocks it for the server, I’m going to buy the nicest house I can afford up there.  Citadel is the main hub of all players on servers where it’s open, and there, I could open a proper shop that would see a lot of traffic that would make me even more money, without me having to constantly travel between Alder’s Bluff and Serrathar to sell my stuff.


Savar stepped into the scion and turned to face me, and I touched the crystal to the spire and got in myself. The spires glowed with soft blue light, and then in a flash of swirling blue magic, we went from a dank underground chamber filled with moss to a dry sandstone cave filled with light.  The sun was shining almost directly into the opening of the cave, which was very close to the spires of the scion.  “And here we are, the mesas of the northern Sea of Grass,” I announced mildly as I stepped towards the cave mouth.  Savar looked around, took in a deep breath, then gave a rueful chuckle.


“I can’t believe I never found this!”


“You’ll see why in a minute.   I hope your climbing skill is good, or you’re gonna have problems.”


She stepped up beside me, at the edge of the ledge, and looked down.  “I know this place!  This is Suntouched Mesa!” she said in surprise.  “And whoa are we high up,” she added as she looked down.  It was a good 40 meters to the ground, which was a raised hill around the base of the mesa.


“Can you get down?”


“Easily,” she said dryly, then without another word, she took a step back and then lurched forward, jumping off the ledge.  I watched as she plummeted to the ground, and she landed at the base of the mesa as if she jumped off nothing higher than a log.


I had to chuckle.  If she was smart, she took Feather Light on one of her pieces of gear.  That or she already had it, she is a raider.


I followed suit, jumping out enough to not hit anything on the way down, and she watched as I came down and landed on the slope barely two meters from her.  “Feather Light, eh?”


“I’m no fool,” I replied, which made her chuckle.


“Damn right,” she agreed.  “First thing I got from the Champion’s Raiment.”


“Second for me,” I told her.  “I felt Faerune was more important.”


“I already have that on another piece of gear, or it woulda been first,” she grinned.  “But it shows we think alike when it comes to gear.”

“Common sense reaches across races,” I said dryly, which made her chuckle and nod.  “As to why you’ve never found the cave, look up,” I added, turning and pointing.


“I see.  You can’t see the cave entrance at all from the ground, and Blocktop Mesa would hide the cave from view if you’re looking this way from a distance,” she nodded.  “How did you find it?”


“I found the other scion first,” I answered.  “So I never really found this one.”


“Ah.” 


It was nearly an hour’s walk to Dewdrop Village, and instead of parting ways, she walked with me as we wound our way through the mesas prevalent in this area. They got smaller and smaller as we moved south, then became low, gentle hills.  There were a ton of animals out here, grazing animals, herd animals, and some predators, so we kept alert as we continued to talk…and the more we talked, the more I liked her.

We crested a hill, and the village of Dewdrop came into view.  It was a fairly large village built on the bank of a small river, and since it was a halfling village, that meant that most of it was built into the hillsides of the small, gentle river valley.  Halflings built most of their buildings underground, which was easy for them given their small size and made a lot of sense from a practical point of view.  Underground dwellings were much harder for the weather to damage, they were warmer in the winter and cooler in the summer, and since many halflings knew magic, they could dig out the burrows very easily.  Dewdrop Village was a vital hub of halfling commerce, because a critical ingredient of their main export, ale, grew best here.  Beyond the river valley to the south were a large number of farms that raised dewdrop barley, which was a critical ingredient in halfling ale.  Since this was wild territory, however, the halflings fought an endless battle against the wildlife—both the herbivores eating their barley and the carnivores trying to eat the halflings—and kept a sizable garrison here to defend against a large number of goblin tribes that had settled into the western side of the Sea of Grass, who tried to raid the village and farms for plunder and halfling prisoners to torture and kill for fun.  Halflings were one of the few races even smaller than they were, so they went out of their way to try to prey on what they saw was a smaller, weaker race.

Goblins were nasty customers.  Unfortunately for them, halflings were far more formidable than their small size suggested, something that the dull-witted goblins just could not seem to fathom.  In this game, halflings personified the expression size isn’t everything.

As we entered Dewdrop, I saw that it hadn’t changed since the last time I was here.  Most of the doors in the hillsides were sized for halflings, but there were a few doors sized for larger people, and those were the “common areas” of the village.  The merchants used larger doors to sell to visitors, and the inn was built to accommodate the taller races.  The inn was the centerpoint of the village, as was usual in a halfling village, with tables sized for both halflings and other races sitting outside the main door on a patio of sorts paved with cobblestones and covered over with a canvas awning attached to the hillside over the door and windows into the inn and stretched over the patio in front of it, held up on the other side by stout metal poles.  That too was quite normal for halfling architecture, they liked to eat, drink, and socialize sitting outside because inn common rooms usually weren’t all that large.


“Wanna grab something to eat before we go?” Savar suggested.  “I’ve always liked halfling food.”


“Sure,” I answered, so we detoured to the inn and sat down at the closest available table sized for us.  A halfling barmaid scurried over after serving some drinks to a couple of farmers; here, farmers and those who worked outside didn’t work in the midday because of the heat, they had a tradition here similar to a Spanish siesta.  But craftsmen and people who worked indoors did work during the midday, because it was much cooler in their underground burrows than it was out in the sun.


“Have any starhorn beast?” Savar asked the tiny waitress.  She wasn’t even a meter tall, she was so short that she reminded me of Mrima in some ways.


“We have some roasted just this morning,” she answered.


“Then I’ll take a full plate of starhorn, some firedrop soup, and a tankard.”


“And you sir?”


“Starhorn roast, spiced potatoes, whipvine chutes, and a tankard.”


She gave me a bright smile, since those were popular vegetables among halfling NPCs.  “It won’t be but a few minutes,” she promised, then she turned and rushed back inside.


“You know your halfling cuisine,” she chuckled.


“I’ve been here before, I know what’s good,” I replied.  “I’ve never tried firedrop soup, though.”


“It’s really spicy, so don’t buy it if you can’t handle hot,” she smiled, almost challengingly.  “I think by now I can ask you what your name is.  Nobody ever calls you by it, they all just call you Champion.”


“I asked the NPCs to do that to keep my identity as secret as possible, though it’s a moot point anymore.  Like everyone knows I’m the human Champion now,” I said sourly.  “And my name is Xen.”


 “Nice to meet you, Xen. I’m Savar,” she grinned, holding out her clawed hand in the Terran offer to shake hands.


I had to chuckle as I did so.


The food was as good as I remember, the roast being perfectly cooked and seasoned to give it some zing, the whipvine chutes tender and succulent—they looked like celery but tasted more like squash—and the spiced potatoes perfectly seasoned.  And the ale was rich, had a nutty flavor, and was quite delicious.  It was why halfling ale was a favorite in just about every inn across the entire continent of Arcavia.


Hell, there were thousands of players that would rush here to defend halfling territory from an outside threat to protect the steady flow of halfing ale into their favorite inns.


She paid for the meal, and we lingered a the table for a little while, drinking a couple more tankards and talking some more.  And again, I took notice of how easy it was for me to talk with her.  Most other players put me off, make me nervous, but she didn’t do that.  She was smart, witty, funny, and very observant, and what was most important, she didn’t make a single mention of real life.  She was able to hold an entire engaging conversation using in-game topics and general conversation, which was easy for her because it was clear that she knew this game.  She knew more about this game than about any other player I’d talked to.  That wasn’t surprising for a raider, but she knew a whole lot about the zones in the game, as if she was an avid explorer.

But finally, I decided it was time for me to go, if only because I was feeling almost scared by how much I was liking Savar.  She was from the Dragon Knights, and the spectre of Emelda just seemed to creep into the back of my mind.  Emelda was nice to me too…then she tried to cheat me out of my title.  I didn’t want to come this far and then fall into the trap of a friendly smile and lose everything, not when I was so close to finishing the Grand Crusade.  I stood up and looked down at her, pointedly not looking at her bare breasts.  Though they were covered in short white fur—tan on the outside edges—her small, pert nipples were entirely visible.  “Afraid I have to get going so I can get to where I intend to log out,” I told her.  “That way I’m very close to where I’m going to start looking around when I log back in tomorrow.”


“You’re not doing it here?  But there’s no other safe zone in the area,” she protested.


“Above ground,” I said mildly…which was true enough.  There was a place in the Underdark within this zone that had an inn, but the catch was, you had to be friendly with the Outcast faction to use it.  The Outcasts were a splinter group of NPC dark elves that were thrown out of the the player faction over a century ago.  There were small villages of Outcasts scattered through the Underdark, working and plotting to take back their home from the PC faction.  That made them the enemies of the player character dark elves, but anyone not in the Moonshadow player faction, of which the dark elves were part, could raise their rep with the Outcasts.  And I’d done it over a year ago.  “There’s an Outcast settlement under the southern side of the zone, not far from the coast. I’m going to log out there.”

“I had no idea it was there,” she said in surprise.  “But then again, I haven’t gone into the Underdark much.”


“If you haven’t raised your rep with them, I don’t suggest trying to go into the village,” I warned.  “The Outcasts are a very high skill NPC faction.  They can wipe the floor with most any player on the server.”


“Duly noted,” she said with a quirky smile.  “How long did it take you to befriend them?”


“About ten days, but the rep quests are in the Whispering Woods,” I told her.  “The village here offers no rep quests.”


“That might be handy, I wouldn’t mind having a place to log out on the other side of the zone.”


“They’re not easy,” I warned.  “But yes, it’s worth it.  So, seven days from today, right here?”


“Sounds good to me,” she replied.  “I’ll be here.”

“So will I.  Be careful out there, Savar.”


“You too.”


I turned and walked away, nearly feeling an itching between my shoulder blades…and I would have if this wasn’t a safe zone.  I made sure to get well away from Dewdrop Village, and once I was sure I wasn’t visible anymore, I shifted to Djinn form and ascended more than high enough that no bow could hit me, then accelerated to a speed that would get me to the coast in about an hour.   I actually felt a little bad I’d lied to Savar about going to the Outcast village, but I don’t tell people what I can do, and even her knowing that I have the Create Shelter spell was information that could be used against me.

I liked her.  For the first time in this game, I found another player I like.  And part of me was very much looking forward to seeing her again in seven days.


With the calmness of experience, I sidestepped the earth-shaking crash of a wooden club made from a mast just centimeters from me and stepped inside, getting within touching distance of the sea giant’s leg.  Both my blades slashed into the seven meter tall creature’s leg, making it roar in pain and stagger back, and I vaulted up and did a lazy backflip as I avoided its club as it made a furious golf-like swing to try to hit me.


I’d been investigating the coast for four days, and had found quite a bit of troubling news.  It turned out that the Kanlon were in league with the sea giants and the Sahaugin, but they were in direct contact with the sea giants, and the sea giants had recruited the Sahaugin into the plan on their own.  As I suspected, the Sahaugin wouldn’t deal directly with the Kanlon, but they were willing to go along with the plan, as long as they got to loot and pillage the coastlines at whim.


To the Sahaugin, there was no delicacy more desired than the meat of the landwalking races. 


This was the final step.  I was fighting Prince Glerburub, youngest son of King Gobbolerdob, because he had the proof on him that the sea giants and the Kanlon were in league.  I needed that evidence to take back to Freeport, but I would have killed the Prince anyway because he was flagged as a boss mob.  And boss mob meant guaranteed loot drop.


I vaulted forward the instant my feet touched the ground and lanced right at the Prince’s chest, and when I was in range, I used Flurry, which was a sword skill that caused me to make several strikes in quick succession.  I felt warmth and strength flow into me with one of the hits as the lifesteal effect of my swords activated, healing back some of the damage I’d taken during the fight.  The Prince had me down to about 22%, but I had him down to around 17%.  And I still had my most powerful sword skill attacks in reserve, I was just biding my time until I had him low enough to unload on him and burst him down quickly.

This was something that few other players could do.  I trained my skills and honed my strategies specifically to do this, and in a way, this was my specialty in this game; fighting overworld boss mobs solo.


After Flurry ended, I put both feet on the sea giant’s chest and pushed off, sailing in a high arc away from him before he tried to knock me out of the park baseball style, and his mast-club did take a vast swing at me, creating a powerful gust as he hit nothing but air.  I hit the ground and rolled through, back to my feet, and took one more step back and set my stance as the Prince charged at me, club raised and ready to smash me into the sand.  I carefully measured the distance, and just as he would have started to swing through, I used Sword Blitz to close the distance, get under his feet so he couldn’t hit me.  The instant it connected, I used my most powerful sword skill attack against a single target, Doom Blade.  Doom Blade hits very, very hard, but it had a very long cooldown, which made it most useful to dealing a killing blow to a weakened enemy, thus its name.  I rarely had the chance to use Doom Blade more than once in a fight, even against a boss mob.

I was using it much earlier than usual, but I also had a plan for this.  My Doom Blade wasn’t aimed at the giant’s thighs or lower body, the only parts of him I could reach, it was aimed at his ankle.  I was betting that the vorpal effect of my sword combined with the sheer power of Doom Blade would give me a good chance to cut off the Prince’s foot.


And I was right.  My blade went all the way through his ankle, nearly surprising me and putting me out of position, and the Prince screamed in pain and fell to the side, sending up a spray of sand when his massive body hit the beach.  I’d hobbled him, on top of dealing another 5% of his health bar in one attack.  I was about to charge in to deal as much damage as possible before he could struggle back to his remaining foot, but a shout caught my attention.  “Don’t kill him yet!”

It was Savar!


I looked back to see her coming down the dune of the beach, running as fast as she could even as she unshouldered her bow.  “I need to kill him for my quest!  Don’t kill him yet!”


“Tag him now!” I shouted back.


She slid to a stop and went for the quiver over her shoulder, then nocked an arrow in a fast, smooth motion.  Mob tagging in this game was allowed, it would give her credit for killing the Prince for her quest, but since we weren’t grouped, she wouldn’t get any loot from the kill unless I gave it to her.  Whoever did damage to the mob first owned the mob’s loot.  She loosed her arrow and struck the Prince in the upper chest, and that damage would allow her to finish her quest.


The Prince was crippled, but he wasn’t done.  He struggled up to a kneeling position, the knee of his leg with the missing foot on the sand, and he tried to bash me with his club several times as I tried to get inside to take him out.  But the entire time, Savar was pelting him with arrows, slowly whittling down his health bar.  The Prince threw his club at Savar, which she evaded with smooth, graceful movements, sliding to the side even as she drew her bow for another shot, then he pulled what was for him was a small dagger from his belt, which for me was the size of a bastard sword.  He tried to stab me several times, keeping me away from his vulnerable torso.  I heard Savar chanting words of power, and when I glanced back, I saw the head of her arrow glowing with an intense magical light.  She then loosed it, which created a bar of blazing radiance through the air as the arrow streaked away from her bow, and then it hit the Prince squarely in the forehead.  The impact of the arrow was like a cannonball, snapping the Prince’s head back and making him fall backwards onto his butt.  The arrow did a respectable 2% damage to his health bar and reducing him to 9%, meaning it was a pretty powerful attack, but the fact that it knocked him down was what was much more important.  “Now!” Savar shouted, drawing another arrow from her quiver.

That was the end for Prince Glerburub.  Between me and Savar, we wiped out the rest of his health bar before he could get up.  My quest updated when the Prince collapsed onto the beach on his stomach, face down in the sand, and his icon changed to Dead.  The Prince’s belt pouch started to glow, indicating that I had earned loot from the battle.  Savar walked over to me, then tossed something in my direction.  It was a full healing totem, which wasn’t cheap.  “You’re in the red,” she said.  “Better heal up before you do anything else.”

“You’re giving me this?”


“You paid for the scion, fair’s fair,” she replied with a smile as she shouldered her bow, then started untying his belt pouch, which for us was the size of a sack.  That said a lot to me.  At my health, she could have gotten a pretty easy kill on me for the Champion of Champions quest, but she didn’t do it.  “He’s supposed to be carrying papers I have to take back to the King.”


“Same for me,” I told her.


She rooted through his bag and pulled out a roll of several pieces of leather-like pages tied together.  The ony problem was, they were sized for a giant, so it was like she was holding a roll of posters.  “This is mine,” she said, then she tossed me the bag.  I upended the bag to see what fell out, which was gold, a few gems, another rolled set of very large papers made of some kind of animal skin, a golden scroll, which was either a spell or an Ancient Skill, and what surprised me most, a glowing scroll.  It was a legendary skill!


“Holy hairballs, it’s a Legendary Skill! Awesome!” she gushed, looking down at it.

I was very careful not to touch it.  If I did, then it would become bound to me.  I brought up the loot window of the stuff the giant dropped, highlighted the scroll by mental command, and released my claim on it as loot.  That made it lootable by anyone.  “I already have a legendary skill, and you can only have one,” I told her.  “So it does me no good.  I released my claim on it.  Take it.”


“I can’t take that!” she gasped.  “It’s a legendary skill!”


“I told you, I already have one,” I told her firmly.  “It’s literally useless to me, Savar.  I’d rather you get it than have it rot.”


She gave me a surprised look.  “You’re serious?”


“I already released my claim.  Pick it up.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yes I’m sure, you silly kitty.  Take it.”


She gave me a radiant smile, then reached down and picked up the scroll.  When she did so, it became bound to her, meaning that nobody could take it from her, and she couldn’t trade it.  she unrolled it with trembling hands and started to read it.  “Well, what is it?” I asked.


“It says Time Lord,” she said, giving me a surprised look.  “Let me read the description.”  She was quiet a moment, then she gasped.  “Medora’s Mitre!” she gasped.  “I can give myself a haste buff on command, and I don’t get the fatigue debuff!  And I can cast a slow spell on a hostile target!”


“Holy cow, seriously?” I asked.  “Skill dependent?”


“Yes.  It says the power and duration of both the buff and the slow spell depend on my skill level,” she replied.  “That means it’ll be fairly useless until I skill it up.  But when I do…wow.  It’s gonna be soooo useful!”

“Well, that’s definitely a legendary skill,” I chuckled.  “Mine is nearly game-breaking.”


“What’s yours?”


“I…don’t tell people about mine.  I use it to stay hidden from players like Emelda.”


“I can respect that.  Thank you, Xen, thank you thank you thank you!” she bubbled, giving me a sudden hug.  “I can’t believe I have a legendary skill!  And it’s a really awesome one!”


“I’m happy you got it.  Like I said, it would have rotted otherwise, and it would a total freakin’ crime for a legendary skill to rot.”


“Too right,” she laughed.


“Now that the exciting stuff is out of the way,” I said lightly, then I reached down and picked up the other scroll.  It was an Ancient Skill from the type of parchment and its color.  I unrolled it, and I was both a bit disappointed and strangely happy.  It was a bow Ancient Skill.  “It’s for a bow.  Reclaim Arrows,” I told her.  “Well, that means it’s yours too,” I said, offering it to her.


“Reclaim!  That’s an awesome skill!  You could sell it for major gold!”


“I already have it.  You’re an archer, you can use it,” I said, pushing it towards her.  “So here.  Take it   If you don’t need it, take it for your guild, I’m sure someone in it can use it,” I said, pushing it into her hands.


“I have it too, but still, you should keep it, Xen.  If anything, sell it.  It’s worth a good five thousand gold in the right town..”


“You’re sure?”


“I’m positive,” she smiled, pushing it back into my hands.  “I have no right to take anything else after you gave me a legendary skill.  But if you don’t mind, I’ll buy that ruby from you.  I need it for my fletching skill.  I can use the ruby dust for some killer magic arrows.”


“Then it’s all yours, free.  I’ll sell the skill, you take the ruby, that way we both get something out of it,” I told her.  She reached down and picked up the ruby.  “Is your quest completed?”

“Yup, I have to report back to the King in Savalda,” she nodded, her voice almost quivering with excitement.  “You?”


“Back to Freeport,” I told her, picking up the papers I had to take back to Freeport.  “Well, now back to Freeport.”

“That’s kinda disappointing. I was looking forward to meeting you in Dewdrop in a couple of days,” she said with an earnest smile.


That surprised me, because I was feeling the same way.  “Well, we have to go in the same direction for a while,” I said.  “If you don’t mind slowing down so I can keep up, we can travel back to Dewdrop.  We can have dinner at the inn, then you can head to Savalda from there and I’ll head for the scion.”

“Perfect,” she said eagerly.


I decided to split the gold earned from the kill with her evenly, kept a couple of the gems and the Ancient Skill, and we started for Dewdrop Village.  We told each other everything we’d done and what we’d learned on our individual quests, then we just talked for the two hours it took for us to walk back to Dewdrop.  We spent the rest of my playtime sitting at the outside table in the warm, breezy evening and night, enjoying a meal, then downing several tankards of fine halfling ale and talking.  We stayed long enough to make the NPC innkeepers a bit short, since they wanted to close up, and it was only the demands of real life that ended our conversation.  I had work in the morning.  “Afraid I have to log out,” I told her regretfully.  “I have work in the morning, and it’s getting pretty late.”

“Same, but it’s not very late here.  Well, too late to start back for Savasa territory, but not late enough to get a few chores done.  Guess I can grind down this ruby for dust, I have a travelling jeweler’s kit.”


“Then maybe I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon when I log back in.”


“I hope so,” she smiled.  “But we can’t dawdle too long, we both have to turn in our quests.”  She stood up, then offered her hand.  “Good luck figuring out your skill,” she said.  “If I don’t see you tomorrow, good luck.  I hope we get to work together again real soon.”


“I do too,” I said honestly, taking her clawed hand and standing.

“And thanks for doing most of the work on the Prince.  I doubt I could have killed him by myself.  You saved me a few days of going back home and bringing some NPCs from the Royal Guard to help.”


I had to laugh.  “It’s kind of my specialty,” I told her.  “Killing overworld boss mobs, that is.”


“I noticed. I saw a little bit of your fight with him as I was trying to get into range.  You really know what you’re doing.  No way could anyone in my guild have pulled that off by themselves.”


“Well, thanks,” I chuckled.  “See you later.”

“See you soon I hope,” she smiled.


She went inside, and I followed after her.  I saw her go down the hallway past the common room to her room—I had to avoid looking at her toned, furry butt, barely covered by the hanging leather strips of her loincloth and with her tail parting them—and paid for a room for myself.  She was already in her room by the time I came down the same hallway, then entered my room.  I immediately laid down in the bed, but before I logged out, I found I didn’t really want to.  I wanted to sit at the table outside and talk with Savar some more, but I had to be at work in six hours.  As it was, I was going to be half asleep and dragging ass all day tomorrow.


It was a strange feeling, finding someone I wanted to talk to in the game.  I’m usually as much an introvert in here as I am out in the real world, never comfortable talking to people, always keeping my distance…but Savar was so different.  She was a joy to talk to, and she never pushed me to talk about things I was uncomfortable discussing.  She’d passed up on an obvious and easy chance to kill me to get a step closer to her mount, which made me trust her a little more…well, trust her a whole lot more.


Savar was on my mind so much, I barely thought at all about the upgrade to my legendary skill, right up until the minute I logged out.


The next day was a slog.


I knew I’d be sleepy, and I had to struggle to stay awake all morning, until I got enough caffeine into me to finally jump start my engine.  But, I did have a lot to talk about with Mrima, and the entire topic was Savar.  I’d told her about our first meeting over lunch a few days ago, and she was quite eager to hear all the details about our brief cooperation against the sea giant and our long talk on the way back to Dewdrop.  “Wow, Kev, sounds like you really like her.”


I had to laugh.  “I’m not even sure she’s a she.  There are tons of males who play female characters in CO,” I told her.  “And besides that, she might be a species that can’t even survive here without enviro suits, which would make a relationship kinda hard.  But yes, I do like her.  I like her a lot.  She’s the first player I’ve met in the game that I didn’t already know in real life that I feel like I can really talk to,” I told her.  “I dunno, Mri, it’s like she’s kinda like you,” I told her, smiling down at her.  “You’re the only person in the company I really feel like I can talk to, and now she’s like the only person in the game that makes me feel that way.  Even if it turns out she’s actually a male Jakkan, I wouldn’t really care.  I could be friends with whoever it is behind that avatar.”


“You can talk to me because I’m so small, you don’t find me intimidating,” she said with a serious look.  “And I’m not a telepath.”


“Well, yeah,” I admitted, then I looked around nervously.  If it got out that I have issues with telepaths, it might cause me some problems. This is a Faey-owned company, even if there are only a few Faey executives that work here.  95% of the company’s staff in this office is non-Faey.  “The only Faey that really bugs me is Maila, and I think she does it because she thinks it’s funny that I’m afraid of her.  But if she knew what the Trillane guards did to us at that work camp—“ I cut off, looking away and resisting the urge to shudder. Just thinking about it sent a wave of dread through me, and suddenly, everyone in the cafeteria took on a threatening presence.

Mrima put a comforting hand over mine, and her small, furry hand did banish some of that feeling.  “I’ve never said this before, but maybe you should think about talking to a psychiatrist, Kev,” she said calmly, but with concern rippling in her voice.  “Maybe they can help you get over it.”


“They gave us counseling after they freed us from the work farms, but it wasn’t worth it,” I told her bluntly.  “Their answer to everything the telepaths did to us was to send us to another telepath.  I went to one session then never went back.  I felt even more violated from the therapy than I did from the abuse.”

“That doesn’t sound right.”


“Well, it happened,” I told her, then I took a deep, cleansing breath.  “But that’s in the past,” I said in a tone that made it clear I was done talking about it.  And Mrima was ever sensitive to those little clues, which was one reason she was such a good conversationalist.  “So, you going up to see the kids this weekend, or staying here and seeing them in game?”

“In game, it saves me money on the transport,” she smiled.  “I’ll be going up every other week instead of every week.  “But I won’t be seeing them long when I do go up.  They spend a lot more time studying now,” she told me.  “And I don’t want to distract them too much.”


“And when you’re with them in game, you can browbeat them into logging off to study,” I noted, whch made her laugh.


“I think they regret letting me put them on my friends list,” she winked.  “They both really love the gear you made for them, by the way.  Mrijin said it doesn’t make him feel like a complete moron.”


I had to laugh.  “When you first start, gear can cover for bad skills.  When you get up to where I am, though, skills trump everything.”


And skills were on my mind when I got home and logged in.  Much to my bitter disappointment, Savar wasn’t in the village when I logged in, so she was either already on her way to Savalda or she wasn’t logged in.  So I left the village and headed for the scion, and as soon as I was out of sight, I took Djinn form and found the crappy gear I’d equipped earlier still on me, which reminded me that I had a lot to do over the next few days.


I’ve never practiced fighting as a Djinn because the risk of losing my gear was just too great, but now that was gone.  So, I had to gear myself up, get myself a very good bow, and making myself a pair of kickass swords was also on the itinerary.  I could partially gear up on my own, since I could craft cloth and leather armor and a couple of swords, and I was fairly sure I could size them for my new form (I had all of my usual skills in Djinn form, including Dual Wield), but I’d need to hit the markets in Alder’s Bluff and Serrathar for some of the equipment I’d need for Djinn form.  My Leatherworking skill is the highest of my crafting skills because that’s the armor I prefer to use, so I can craft some pretty high quality gear for this new form.  My Tailoring isn’t all that high, but it was high enough to put some stat bonuses on cloth gear that would enhance my magical damage.  I needed it because the lightning damage I deal using Imbue Arrow depends on my spellcasting stats, so I’d need to boost my spellcasting stats to make it hit hard.  I’d need both leather and cloth, because having too much heavy armor reduced the damage a spellcaster could deal with magic.  A mage archetype can equip three pieces of leather armor (only bracers, boots, and a belt) without it interfering with the damage his magic did, but only so long as that leather armor was specially made to allow spellcasting.  That made it more expensive.  I’d equip the three allowable pieces of leather armor and use cloth for the remaining slots.  And most importantly, I had to practice fighting as a Djinn, where the fact that my feet never touched the ground would alter my basic fighting style with both swords and a bow..

But there were some other things I’d need from others.  I don’t have fletching skill at all, so I’d need to buy a bow and some arrows sized for a Djinn, so I could use Imbue Arrow in Djinn form and make it hit hard.  I’d need a very unique bow, with stat bonuses geared towards both archery and magic and sized for someone three meters tall, so it would have to be player made.

Savar had fletching, and if she was using ruby dust to make arrows, then her skill was pretty damn high.  Maybe I’d ask her to do it.  Besides, I really wanted to see her again, and it gave me a perfect excuse to track her down.


Actually…what if I equipped my Djinn form as a caster?  I’d need to add some physical stats so I could hit hard using my swords, but my magic skills are pretty high.  And my usual gear isn’t focused around spellcasting, so the spells I use don’t hit nearly as hard as they could.  Since I could now equip gear as a Djinn and have that gear swap with my human gear, and Djinn could fly to stay out of reach of other melee types, this was an opportunity.  I could set up my Djinn form as a war mage archetype, focusing on spellcasting stats but with just enough physical stats to make my swords bite deep, relying on my super-high sword skill to deal the majority of the damage.  My skill would let me get away with that.

I liked it. I really liked the idea of it.  It was almost like I was getting to roll a second character on the server if I set up each of my forms as a different archetype.  I’d be a magic swordsman archetype as a human, but  a war mage as a Djinn, swapping the priority of the two roles.  And once I got a really good bow made for my Djinn form, I’d be able to deal substantial damage from range without using magic by using the bow and Imbue Arrow.  That would give me a fallback once I used up all my mana.


Well, not all of it.  Imbue Arrow used mana as well, but it used only a fraction of the mana that a combat spell did.

It had real possibilities.  It played to the strength of my Djinn form, and that was flight.  I’d be more or less going over to the Dark Side with the Sylphs and the Drakkin, cheesing groundbound players by staying out of reach while I rain hell down on them with magic or arrows.  But hey, the tactic does work.


I was going to do it. 


But I couldn’t get started until I got home.  I needed to gear up Djinn form, and while I had a couple of boss loot drop pieces of the gear I’d set aside for the form, that gear was more or less useless now that I’d decided to focus the stats of the form on spellcasting.  They were just random loot drops, so they weren’t anything super-rare or impressive, and thank God two of the pieces have some spellcasting stats on them, so they’d be marginally usable until I got dedicated casting gear.

But it also meant that I could finally make a pair of good swords for Djinn form.  I could set them up with the proper stats—the maker can focus on specific stats during the crafting process by what materials he uses—and I wasn’t going to hold back.  I’d spend a buttload of gold on the best materials so I could make the most kickass swords possible.  They’d have the highest stats I could put on them but also have a high damage rating, meaning they’d hit hard when backed up by someone with a sword skill as high as mine.


But…I’d have to learn to fight as a Djinn.  Sure, I have a monster sword skill, but Djinn never, ever put their feet on the ground.  I’d never really practiced fighting in Djinn form because I couldn’t equip any decent gear.  The fact I wouldn’t be constrainted by gravity would mean I could pull off some pretty crafty tricks, but it also meant that I wouldn’t be able to set my feet for leverage.  Parrying a blow would have no anchor, meaning I’d be pushed back if I didn’t use flying to hold myself in position.


Yeah, I had some work to do.

But I had the time.  After returning to Freeport and handing in the intel I gathered to Merria, I was given another of those hurry up and wait quests.  Near as I can figure, I get those when my next step in the questline depends on one of the other champions finishing a quest.  I was tasked to wait until the missive that King Gerin sent to the Silver Blade faction was answered.  That could take up to a week, so I had plenty of time to work on gearing up my Djinn form and practicing fighting in it.

I returned home and made a few plans in the minutes before logging out.  I’d be waiting for the next quest, and for once, I was hoping it was going to take a while for the next quest to come available.  Because I had a lot of work to do..
