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An impossible quest for a legendary item.

I love questing for loot. 

And the more difficult the quest, the greater the reward.

So when I'm offered a chance to retrieve the ultimate treasure of all, I signed up.

Yet no one warned me the task would be impossible. Against overwhelming odds I'm also expected to defeat an ancient evil - one with the power of a god.

But you know what?

Some loot is worth risking it all.
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I clung to the cliff face for dear life as the enraged dragon circled overhead.

Pressing my body hard against the rocky surface I did my best to keep from being noticed by the giant hunting lizard. Climbing maybe a specialty skill for my Shadow class, but it didn't hurt to be cautious. One slip and I'd plummet hundreds of feet down the cliff face into the molten lake below. An ignominious end to a rather stellar questing career - at least for this life.

Thankfully, the dragon didn't look in my direction. Instead, it banked away, flapping great leathery wings to disappear into the dark smoky haze which spewed from the volcano. I breathed a sigh of relief and adjusted my hand-holds and feet. The giant lizard would be back that was for certain. Within my backpack was an egg I'd just swiped from its nest, and the creature would do everything to get it back.

Craning my neck I looked upwards. The top of the  cliff was still a fair distance away. Reaching it would be the only salvation I could hope for. Either that or be melted off the rock wall.

Just getting to this spot had been a challenge. One which pushed my character to her limits. Granted, I was level 42, and had been faithfully cultivating my various skills up to this point. But this was a high level area, 45 and up. And the quest I was on was intended for group play, further compounding the risk.

But hey, no risk, no reward. And I wanted the reward all to myself.

Unconsciously, I wiped at a trickle of sweat on my temple being careful of my grip. The simulation suit I wore did a good job of making me feel like I was really perched above actual lava. Too good a job, in fact. With a few sub-vocal commands I instructed the suit to tone down the climate controls, and instantly I felt cooler. My avatar would not benefit within this virtual reality. She would sweat like a pig, regardless. But for me as the player could be allowed some comfort. A message appeared at the corner of my vision, asking if the temperature was adequate. I dismissed it and looked around for the dragon.

Nothing but smoke and ash filled the sky. Delay would only bring failure and this quest I was on had been earmarked as 'Special'. If I failed my character would be heavily penalized. I resumed my ascent although it was slow going. Having climbed down this same cliff to get to the dragon's nest a short time ago, my avatar was feeling the strain. But I could not stop now and regenerate. Time for that after I reached the top.

Climbing Skill increased! Level 7, 14%

If ever there was a time for this skill to advance, this certainly was the time for it.

Gripping an overhang, I attempted to pull myself over when my foot slipped. Panicked, I clasped at the rock face in desperation. The movement caused my pack to jostle open and the dragon egg within slipped out.

You have dropped a Quest Item: 'Dragon's Egg'.

I gasped and shot a hand out to grab it as the egg tumbled beneath me. Its slick golden surface did not help, but I barely snagged it with my fingers.

You have acquired a Quest Item: 'Dragon's Egg'.

From somewhere across the volcano the dragon shrieked.

Uh-oh, I thought and risked a glance over my shoulder.

The reptilian image of the flying beast emerged from the dark clouds heading straight at me. It was a fair distance away, but not for long.

I looked from the approaching dragon to the egg in my hand. The creature sensed it. My pack shielded the egg from detection but exposing it gave the dragon a beacon to home in on.

Not that I could do anything about it now. Placing the egg back in the pack wouldn't stop it from zeroing in on me and blasting me off the wall. I looked below. The lava lake bubbled and hissed. Throwing it might be an option. The dragon would follow the egg downward until the treasure vanished into the lava. Then it would turn its rage on me. That wouldn't give me enough time to reach the cliff top. And besides, I wanted to keep the egg considering all the trouble this quest had given me.

There was only one choice, and it wasn't the best.

I placed the egg back into my pack and then, with a cringe, selected the 'Summon Companion' icon from the bottom corner of my vision.

The next instant a ferret appeared on the edge of the overhang above me. He wore a pair of leather breeches over his fur, and a small blue jacket with the name 'Phlixx' embroidered across one breast pocket. Atop his head was a wide-brimmed hat with a white feather pinned to one side. His ears poked through a pair of holes in the brim.

His wide eyes latched onto me. “My love! You have summoned me!” he hollered.

I rolled my eyes and pulled myself up onto the overhang, my chest pressed against the rock. There was hardly any space to sit. “Phlixx, I need your help.”

“You need me, my sweet?” The little ferret crooned as he scampered up the rock to get eye level with me. Climbing was one of his innate abilities, far superior to mine. Which was exactly what I needed.

“Yes,” I said, and pulled my pack around to open it. The moment I did, and the egg was exposed, the dragon roared. This time much closer.

Phlixx looked from the egg to the dragon coasting through the air toward us over the volcano. His huge eyes got even wider. “Dragon! A dragon!” In one of his tiny fists a little crossbow appeared. “I'll protect you, Honeybun! Even if it is with my last breath!”

I was counting on that. Grabbing the egg, I turned Phlixx around so his back was to me. I then jammed the golden egg into his own little pack.

“A gift?” Asked Phlixx, with concern. “Now, of all times? Shouldn't we be fleeing?”

As if to emphasize the suggestion, the dragon roared, again.

Satisfied that the egg would not pop out, I turned Phlixx back around and looked into his big eyes. “I need you to climb.”

“Climb?” His head whipped about in confusion, the hat's feather slapping my face.. “But where?”

“Up!” I said and grabbed his small body with both hands. Then, with my legs gripping the overhang to not lose my balance, I placed Phlixx onto the rock face above me. “Get to the top as fast as you can!”

Clinging to the rocks with ease, Phlixx gave me a mournful look. “You want me to leave you? Now, in your time of need?”

“Go!” I commanded. “Or I will never speak to you again!”

That did it. Phlixx blinked in recognition of my threat and bolted up the cliff wall. “I shall do as you bid, but only out of my love for you!”

I watched as the little ferret zipped up with a speed I could never attain, no matter how many skill points I put into my climbing ability.

Satisfied, I then twisted my torso around to look at the dragon. And it was as I thought. The dragon's attention was now on the egg in Phlixx's pack. Instead of flying at me, it had altered course to intercept my love-lorn companion.

Pressing my stomach against the rocks to maintain my balance on the overhang, I extended a hand. A longbow appeared within my grip.

“Okay,” I said. “Only going to have one shot at this.”

The dragon had now flown up to the rock wall and slowed to a stop. Its huge wings flapping rapidly to keep level. The wind it generated buffeted me and Phlixx, who was now in full panic mode.

“Begone, vile lizard! Or I will turn your hide into boots!” Phlixx cried, all the while never altering his climb.

Careful of my precarious balance, I reached behind my shoulder to my quiver which was empty. I uttered a word, “Kezzan,” and a single arrow appeared within the quiver. I pulled it out. Its ebony surface shimmered with magical energy. A Rare Arrow of +12 damage (2-6 base), it was carved from the bone of a Greater Demon, and cost me dearly to get. But now I had to use it.

Above me the dragon inhaled, a great and powerful noise as it filled its tremendous lungs. It would blast Phlixx off the wall with fire and probably take me and the entire cliff face with it.

Sensing the end, Phlixx stopped his climbing and was now rapid firing his crossbow at the beast. The tiny bolts bounced harmlessly off its thick hide.

With a steady grip I aimed at the only exposed part of the dragon's body I had a hope of piercing. One of its eyes.

A chat request suddenly flashed at my lower vision. It was from Mudhoof, a  fellow player and friend. Annoyed, I dismissed it and focused on the dragon.

At the end of its inhalation, the dragon's eyes widened. This was it. It was going to exhale death upon us all.

Using my Sure Shot ability, I fired.

Sure Shot was one of the abilities selectable as a level 20 Thief once I moved into the Shadow Sub-Class. Sitting with 6 ability points out of a possible 10, Sure Shot granted any arrow I fired a +20 to Accuracy and a 45% removal of any target's chance to block. Coupled with the high damage of the arrow, it made for a potent combination.  It wouldn't kill the dragon, even if I lucked out and got a critical hit, but it might do enough damage to drive it away.

There was still a chance I'd completely miss which would mean a fast-track to the newbie zone.

But in the next moment the dragon shrieked in agony, and reared back, the demon arrow jutting out of its left eye. The beast, confused and in pain, blasted fire upwards toward the sky. Phlixx and I cringed, half expecting the dragon to direct its gout of death in our direction.

Instead, the dragon turned away with a roar.

Phlixx cheered and shook a fist at the retreating dragon. “That'll teach you to mess with my love!”

With trepidation, I watched as the injured dragon vanished into the distant smoke. If it decided that our encounter wasn't over just yet, there'd be little I could do other than pray.

Yet, the high level beast must of thought enough was enough, and it didn't reappear.

Relieved, I resumed climbing. No sense sitting around in case the dragon came back. When I finally pulled myself over the lip of the cliff edge, I found Phlixx standing on a boulder, hands on his little hips, like a miniature musketeer, looking proud.

“Did I do good?” he asked eagerly. The long white feather in his hat fluttering in the hot wind which rushed over the volcano.

I laughed. “You did superb, Phlixx. Thank you.” I reached down and gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. That's not the first time he'd saved my Shadow butt from a reroll and I doubt it would be the last. When presented with the quest to obtain Phlixx as a companion, I wasn't thrilled with the prospect, even indifferent. I liked playing solo most of the time, and relying on anyone, whether it was other players or game controlled companions and pets didn't sit will with me.

But now I know how valuable this little ferret had become. It would suck when it came time to upgrade to a better companion. “Now, the egg please.”

“Of course!” He said, beaming and pulled the egg out of his pack with both hands and hoisted it up to me. “What will we do now? Defeat another dragon?”

I looked at the glittering egg which reflected my avatar's face across its gold surface. “No more dragons. Not for a while.”  The amount of pain and suffering I'd endured to obtain this little item had been considerable. Initially, it appeared to be a simple Fetch quest mysteriously marked as special, but quickly morphed into a multi-part ordeal I didn't want to repeat.

“We need to get out of here and back to the the travel gate.”

We walked in the direction of the base camp, where I had entered this adventure zone to finish the golden egg quest. I wouldn't feel safe until I was within that protected area. Out here, I was a fatal statistic waiting to happen.

I slipped the egg back into the shielded protection of my pack while keeping an eye on the murky sky above. “Then we'll find out if this thing was worth almost having to reroll a new character for.”
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Simply getting back to base camp was another dangerous ordeal entirely.

I picked my way down the sloping side of the volcano, avoiding steaming crevices and vents which belched hot ash. All the while I kept an eye on the cloudy sky. 

Only on one occasion did I feel the need to hide behind a huge rock as a loud screeching echoed from every direction. Phlixx shivered dramatically as he clutched at my shoulder. But when a vengeful dragon did not making a fiery appearance, I continued on.

I followed the same route I'd taken to get here mindful of any monster respawns that were overdue to pop. I'd previously killed a slew of Crag Spiders who's ambushing tactics involved launching themselves from dark crevices and immobilizing their targets with paralyzing venom. Fun times.

Also, I tangled with a small group of Dark Elf Scavengers. Nasty mobs. They favored ranged attacks with barbed spears and an annoying boomerang type weapon. Thankfully, I liked range attacks too, and matched up with my Shadow ability, I'd made short work of them. Great xp, too.

But as I backtracked, none of these monsters had respawned, and I was happy for the break in fighting. Hopefully, the final leg to the travel gate would be equally uneventful.

At the furthest edge of the volcano the terrain opened to a series of hills covered with the remnants of a forest. Blackened trees smoldered and what little vegetation existed was buried under mounds of ash.

Now I grew more cautious. The relative open area of the volcano gave me a clear view of anyone approaching. But here in the burned out forest things got to be close quarters. I was in a player versus player area. A PvP zone. Another player could come along and attack me with impunity. If I died, they would have access to all the items in my inventory; weapons, gold, the contents of my backpack and the golden egg. I'd worked hard for the egg and had no intention of giving it up to anyone without a fight.

A path led the way through the blackened trees toward the base camp. As the main artery to the quest area of the volcano, it was from the camp's direction I was likely to run into other players.

I didn't enter the forest right away. Instead, a sidestepped under a darkened rocky pile of boulders and used my Shadow Ability.

This caused my avatar to quickly disappear, effectively fading out of existence, along with Phlixx who was perched on my shoulder. I wasn't completely invisible. If someone was looking directly at me, I'd appear as a pilar of water. I'd heard it described as the 'Predator Effect', a reference to some ancient movie I'd never bothered to watch. Too busy playing MMOs, I guess.

This effect was greatly enhanced by shadows, or dark places, making my avatar vanish completely. An eye icon appeared at the edge of my vision. Its opacity indicated how detectable my Shadow was, and currently the eye image was nearly gone. Good.

My Shadow ability had a timer. With 8 out of 10 ability points put into it, the timer sat at 2 minutes. If I moved while Shadowed, the timer would count down. When still the timer would stop.

If I dropped out of Shadow the timer would begin to refill, albeit slowly.

As I stood in the darkened shadows created by the boulders, my timer remained steady at 2 minutes.

“Is there danger?” Phlixx whispered in my ear.

“There is always danger,” I quietly said. “We'll just sit here for a little bit.”

We both watched the forest's treeline, wary of attack. I couldn't say for certain that someone was waiting for me. But the fact this path was the only way back to the travel gate made it a prime ambush point for lazy gankers.

I felt the hard curve of the egg within the pack. I could afford to wait.

Minutes passed and nothing happened, nor did I see anyone.

The safety of the Travel Gate pulled at me. Shadowed or not, I was exposed out here. Death could come at any moment in any form. Part of the reason I loved this game so much. It was intense.

Convinced I was making a mistake I dropped Shadow and stepped out from the boulders.

“Are we safe?” Phlixx said, looking about with a dramatic flare.

“We're never safe, buddy,” I said as I approached the trees. “But we can't sit forever.”

And besides I needed to hit the bathroom soon. My simulation suit wasn't a custom deal, so any bio-breaks required my removing it entirely. If I was rich, my suit would by augmented with 'bodily relief' features.

Removing your suit while still logged in was common, but suicidal for your avatar if you were dumb enough to do it outside a safe zone.

As we entered the forest I avoided the pathway, instead deciding on picking my way throw the trees while keep the path in view. This offered me the chance to use Shadow from within the darkness of the trees while also lessening the chance of suddenly running up on a group of bloodthirsty opportunists coming from the other direction.

But by the time I reached the base camp I'd encountered no other players heading in either direction. As I passed over the edge of the camp's perimeter a message 'Safe Zone' appeared at the top of my vision, then faded away. Here, no one could hurt or kill me. Even casting helpful spells on someone, like healing, could not be done unless specifically permitted by the receiving player. I relaxed.

The base camp wasn't much to look at. It was in an open area cleared of trees with a large bonfire at its center. To one side hunched an old crone with various wares and goods splayed over a mat on the ground.

I wandered too close, and she keyed in on me. “Hello, weary traveler! Would you like to look at my wares?”

“No, thanks,” I said, mostly out of habit as something I would say to her in the real world. But here, the old crone was a simple construct of the game, one with a single task, to sell me goods.

“Are you certain?” She continued hopefully as I passed by. “Salve for your wounds? Ale for your aching mind?”

I ignored her and walked past, but she caught Phlixx's interest. With the old crone's attention on me the ferret crept behind her and lifted the back of her robe. He peered underneath then shrieked in dismay.

The crone whirled on him, waving her hands. “Begone, rat! Or I'll throw you in a cooking pot!”

Phlixx had pinwheeled away, wide-eyed and aghast. He collapsed to the ground and made a show of retching up air. “I've seen your wares, lady, and they cannot be unseen!” he wailed.

I walked around the bonfire and stood before the clearing's only other feature.

A travel gate.

The gate was a huge circle which stood on its edge, mounted on a base with a short series of stairs leading up to it. Its edge was marked with various ruins of an ancient language my avatar did not understand, and these emitted a soft yellow glow. The middle surface diameter of the circle was silver and shimmered like a pond. My avatar's reflection played across its strange surface.

I'd arrived through this gate to search for the golden egg.

Not yet ready to change areas I turned away and sat on a fallen log next to the bonfire. Phlixx bounded over to sit at my side. “Can I see the pretty egg, again? Please?” He begged.

I glanced around. Other than the old crone who still stared at me expectantly, there was no one else. “Why not?” I said, wanting a better look at it, too.

I fished the egg out of my backpack and cradled it in my hands. Its surface had the bumpy texture of a real egg, emphasizing the power of the game's detail, and glinted with the light of the fire.

“Looks like an egg,” I said. “But is it worth anything?” The goal of the special quest was to get the dragon's egg but nothing specified what happened after. Usually the reward was gold and experience points for my avatar.

“Maybe we can cook it?” Phlixx said, drooling with his tongue hanging out.

“Now there's a thought.” Perhaps something was inside? I shook the egg close to my ear but nothing rattled. Holding the egg at an angle I examined it closer with the light of the fire. A thin groove circled around its middle. “Looks as if we don't need to crack it open.” I gripped the egg at both ends and twisted.

The egg unscrewed into two halves. It was hollow within save for a rolled up parchment. A quest scroll.

“Oh, crud,” I said. No gold, or gems, or magical items this time. What I needed was something to sell at the auction house.

“Huh? What is it?” Phlixx said peering at the scroll. “Can we eat it?”

“Nope,” I said, removing the scroll from the egg casing. “Just means we're not done, yet. This silly quest is far from over.”

Phlixx frowned and so did I. I wasn't keen on following an extended chain of quests. But if I wanted a reward completing them would be necessary.

The rolled scroll had no markings on it other than a red wax seal. Pressed into the wax was the symbol of what looked to be a sword, one I could not identify.

“Let's see what we've got,” I said and broke the seal to unfurl the scroll. A simple map was drawn across the parchment's surface. Examining it closer I recognized it as an area somewhere in the Southern Kingdoms. A red 'X' marked a spot at the end of a valley in a mountain range. With the help of my avatar's map reading skill names of landmarks and towns appeared.

I sighed. Nothing else showed what the quest was or what the reward for completing it would be. Sometimes a quest was given as a non-descript scroll and an adventurer was more or less expected to show up at the location it indicated to figure things out from there.

“Not sure if this is worth our while,” I said to Phlixx who'd already lost interest and cartwheeled around. “I'll save it for another time or trade it.”

I was about to slip the scroll into my inventory when a chat request popped up in my vision. At first I thought it was Mudhoof bugging me again, but dollar signs appended the request label.

Spammer? Couldn't be. My filters were good at keeping unwanted solicitations from gold farmers and other pests from trying to sell me their crap. If it was a spammer, I'd report them to the game's administrators. Let management deal with him.

I initiated the chat and a large view window appeared in front of me. Within the window was the face of a large gray owl. Beneath him was the name Ogden Trite. “Greetings!” said the owl, ruffling his feathers as he spoke. “Thank you for accepting my chat request. I am most eager to speak with you. You are Vivian Valesh, the Shadow quester, yes?”

Waving a hand I said, “Yeah. But I'm not interested in what you're selling, pal. In fact, how the heck did you manage to get may chat identification if you're not on my friends list?” My list of in-game friends was short but distinguished. Or so I kept telling myself. In reality I didn't have many friends, in-game or otherwise. I am a solo player at heart.

The owl's eyes widened to comical proportions. “Oh, I am not selling anything at all. In fact, it is you I wish to buy from, if you are interested.”

That's a switch, I thought. “What could I possibly have that you want?” Currently, I had little up on the auction house for sale. What items I got from questing sold within minutes of my listing them.

Ogden chuckled, and his owl avatar's feathers bristled with the motion. “I'm interested in the quest scroll you recently obtained moments ago. Would you be keen on selling it?”

Shocked, I said, “How did you know I had this?” I looked around the base camp again, but other than the old crone, no one else was nearby. “I haven't even listed it anywhere.”

Ogden said, “I pay an exorbitant monthly fee to a Locators Guild each month for them to tell when a new quest becomes available. And they just now informed me of your quest scroll.”

“There are quest scrolls appearing all the time,” I said. “The Locators Guild must charge you a bundle.” There were billions of quests throughout the game's universe. The vast majority of them carefully logged on various internet sites and wikis. And thousands more were added daily. With billions of players the game needed to generate new content all the time.

“Well, that's true,” said Ogden. “But I don't pay for a daily list of everything. My interests are far more specific. I am only interested in one kind of quest.” He paused.

Making an effort to not roll my eyes at him, and wanting to end this conversation, I took the bait. “And what kind is that?”

“Legendary Quests,” he said.

“Legendary Quests?” I said, surprised. “Do they even make those anymore?” Every quest had a rarity degree assigned to it depending on what the end quest item reward was. From common items that had no real value, to ultra-rare items that fetched huge sums on the auction house.

Then there were the fabled Legendary Quests. So rare that out of the billions of available quests, the Legendaries numbered only a few dozen. And completing these quests gave the player a unique one of a kind item unlike any other in the game. Most other quests could be repeated by players and finishing them gave you the same reward. Not Legendaries. They were a one time quest.  Once completed for the first time, the reward item changed to something more mundane.

“Yes,” Ogden said. “But, as you are well aware, not often. Hence their namesake.” He grinned in anticipation at me.

I frowned. If Ogden was after Legendary quests, and he was now talking to me...

My eyes went to the scroll in my hand. I unfurled it and scanned it again. This time I saw it. There, at the bottom of the parchment written in spidery-thin letters were the words 'Legendary Quest'.

“Oh, wow,” I said.

Ogden said, “Do you intend on selling the scroll? I'll pay you a handsome sum.”

I blinked several times, gathering my thoughts. “I dunno. This just kinda of hit me. I didn't know what I had until now.” A Legendary Quest. Here in my hands. No one would believe me!

“Well,” Ogden said, “I will buy it from you at top dollar. Did you have an amount in mind?”

Amount? How much could this be worth? Quest scrolls were not sold on the auction house as a game rule. They had to be sold off-market.

“I dunno, I've never been on a Legendary Quest before,” I said. How exciting would that be? A Legendary Quest! But all major quests above uber required groups of four just to activate them. I would need help to do it.

“If you intend to take the quest, then I will pay you three times the market listing cap for the reward item,” Ogden said. When first introduced into the game, Legendary items which appeared on the auction house sold for incredible amounts of money. So much that it negatively effected the game economy. Cap limits on Legendary items were created and you couldn't bid a copper higher for them.

This led to off-market sales at even higher prices than the market listings cap.

“Three times the listing cap?” I asked, not sure I heard him right.

“Yes. Once the item is obtained, the game will generate the cap. I will triple it, paid in full upon transfer of the item to my account.” Ogden arched a brow which looked odd on an owl. “And I know what you're thinking. Why not just hold onto the item for a higher bidder?”

“Yeah, that crossed my mind.”

“Well, to ensure I am the only person in the running I will pay you an upfront deposit immediately upon signing the contract. Five hundred thousand gold. And even if you don't get the item you keep the deposit.”

I nearly fainted and had to adjust my game visor. Five hundred thousand gold pieces! I'd never imagined having that amount before. And I kept it all even if I failed.

How could I lose?

“Interested?” He asked, as he watched me consider my options.

I grinned at my new owl friend. “Mr. Trite, you got yourself a deal.”

After working out some minor details, Ogden wished me good luck and logged off.

I reviewed my employment details with Ogden Trite. He had sent me via in-game mail a contract of agreement which I had signed and returned. It was boilerplate legal speak. If I got the Legendary item, I would transfer ownership to him directly. A few moments after I signed the agreement and returned it Ogden sent the deposit.

For long moments I sat and stared at my new bank account balance. Several hundred thousand gold pieces now threatened my sanity, and I had the overwhelming urge to pull up the auction house view screen and go on a spending spree. But I resisted. I had a quest to complete. I can shop after. Maybe with a triple market cap to sweeten the deal.

A yellow warning message flashed across my screen. Something in outside the game demanded my attention. Work was calling me.

Shoot. I needed to log off and deal with this right away.

I gave the gate a forlorn glance. “We'll be back,” I said to Phlixx who gave me a confused look.

Then, muttering curses beneath my breath, I quit the game.
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My vision shifted and the base camp vanished. A dark screen appeared with the words 'Logged Off'. Being a safe zone, my avatar was instantly removed from the game.

Logging off from outside a designated safe zone would leave my avatar standing helpless for five minutes. This restriction reduced the chance of people dropping out of the game just before their characters died.

The 'Logged Off' screen remained until I pulled my visor from my face. I was in my office. Or at least that's what I liked to refer to it as.

Smooth floor and walls the color of eggshells almost devoid of detail. A workstation hunched in one corner. Down the length of one wall was a large observation window. Beyond that was the blackness of space sprinkled with stars.

I blinked several times, trying to get my bearings. Leaving one reality for another took several seconds. I'd heard of people actually getting sick each time they logged out of the game. Thankfully, I wasn't one of them, but I could understand why. Standing in the wide open area the base camp, was replaced by a muted room. The soft grass beneath my boots was now a featureless floor. The warm breeze became recycled air. Even the false volcanic zone temperature of the air had changed to the comfortable level of the room.

All of this assailed my senses. It took both my mind and body a little time to acclimatize to the sudden change in surroundings; one a simulation, the other real.

I preferred one over the other.

A message flashed on the workstation's screen. This was what pulled me out. Something was wrong.

“Coming! Coming!” I said as I struggled to slip out of the form-fitting suit. Beneath I wore a simple blue uniform, with the companies logo on it. IceTech Industries.

Once free of the suit I stumbled over to the workstation and looked at the screen. Nothing red. That was good, at least.

A yellow reminder flashed telling me I was due for an interview by Stellar Now. I cursed. I'd completely forgotten about it lost within my questing life. Stellar Now was a gossip channel that broadcast to the entire solar system and was incredibly popular. They were particularly interested in slice of life segments which highlighted various people from across the system. Apparently, they were keen on interviewing an engineer at a wayward icestation and asked IceTech for a suitable candidate.

And, just my luck, IceTech selected me without asking if I thought it was a good idea. I didn't.

Grumbling at the screen I quickly sent a message asking for a ten minute delay, then, without waiting for the replay, ran down to my quarters which was only a short hallway distance away.

After a touch up and change of uniform, I hustled back to the workstation. Now a company telepresent droid stood next to it, ready to receive the interviewer's connection.

Damn. I'm late. I'm always late.

But I tried to convince myself it was okay because I now had a Legendary Quest to go on. A good excuse as any.

I tapped the screen and the yellow warning message was replaced by the IceTech Industries logo. Then the words 'Quantum Connection received from Earth' appeared.

Suddenly the telepresent droid straightened up, lights blinking on across its chest. A digital rendering of a woman's face appeared on the blank surface of its head.

The woman turned the droid's head as she took in her new surroundings.

“Welcome to Callisto IceStation 6,” I said with a pleasantry I didn't feel. I wanted back into the game.

The droid angled toward me and the woman looked at me with surprise. “Why, hello!” She said, small lights on the droid's chin flashed with her words. “A pleasure to be here. I'm Cassa Dell, host of Stellar Now Daily. Are you Vivian Krenn?”

“The one and only,” I said with a smile which didn't reach my eyes. My subconscious kept chanting Legendary Quest over and over in my mind.

The droid extended a hand and after a slight hesitation, I shook it.

“I hope I'm not disrupting your busy day too much, but IceTech did say it was okay to talk to you at this time.” There was only the tiniest hint of annoyance in Cassa's voice. Maybe she was perturbed at my not being ready right at the exact second the interview was scheduled.

I didn't care.

“No, not at all,” I said, rictus grin still plastered on my face. “I'm almost never busy, actually. The station is fully automated. I'm just here for insurance purposes.” Cassa's smile brightened. “And that's partly why I wanted to do a segment on an engineer at an icestation. My viewership are enthralled with the idea of someone choosing to work under such, uh, extreme circumstances.” I felt myself bristle at the choice of words, but composed myself. “Oh, this job is not extreme at all. I sit around and fix anything the station AI can't handle, and call in for support when things get too  bad.” It was a boring job. Boring as all hell. There was literally nothing for me to do all day, every day, except play online.

Cassa made a show of mulling over my words, the droid's head nodding. “Yes, but the circumstances of the job are extreme wouldn't you agree?” Before I could answer she kept talking.

“Think of it, here you are on a far-flung icestation. Other than yourself, no other people are present, correct?”

“Correct.”

“And if something bad does happen how far away is the nearest help?” “Uh, Icestation 3 would be the nearest manned station.”

“And how far is that?”

She knew the answer. Heck, it was probably right in front of her in her research notes. But it would play better if I said it for the viewers.

“Well, depending on the moon orbits, maybe three hours away.” That was best case scenario. Truth be told, if something big or disastrous did happen, I was well and truly screwed. Which was why IceTech paid so well.

“Three hours!” Cassa bellowed, emphasizing the words. “That must be stressful for you knowing help is so far away. If something did happen, what would you do?” “There are procedures we'd follow. There's also several escape shuttles strategically positioned across the station.” I tried to sound calm, almost to the point of soothing. I never had cause to use the escape shuttles, but I didn't doubt they would work if the time came.

Or, at least, I hoped they'd work.

“I see,” Cassa said. As if unsatisfied my answer wasn't dramatic enough for her, Cassa suddenly whirled the droid around and floated to the vast observation window. I followed.

“Oh, its a beautiful sight, isn't it?” Cassa said, her voice dramatic. She'd been here only a couple of minutes and already I was finding her annoying.

Legendary quest, legendary quest, legendary quest.

“You get use to it, I guess,” I said with a shrug.

Beyond the window was a vast ice field which stretched out to the moon's horizon. Digging droids mulched their way through the dirty blue-white ice and dumped giant mouthfuls into waiting dump-trucks. The trucks then zipped off to various mobile processing nods.

All very efficient and none of it requiring my input. Just the way I liked it.

Cassa paused long enough to give her viewers time to drink in the vista. All of this was beamed out instantaneously thanks to quantum link technology, allowing anyone, anywhere in the solar system, instant access or communication without even a millisecond of delay.

“So what happens when all the ice is dug up?” Cassa asked. Again, I suspected she knew the answer, but was asking for the sake of others watching who might not.

“Well, once we clear a field out to a certain depth, the station moves over several kilometers and the process starts all over again.”

“The station moves?” She made the last word sound incredulous.

“Yup, lock, stock and barrel. Pretty simple, actually. It sort of just shifts along the ice until it reaches an ideal spot.”

“And you assist with this?”

“Nope. Not at all.” Which was a good thing. Can't have a human screwing things up out here. Especially considering the significant dollar value the station has.

The droid angled its head to one side as Cassa gazed at me. I sensed a personal question coming.

She asked, “So if you really don't do anything here at the station, aside from dealing emergencies, however do you pass the time?” Her digitally rendered eyes flicked over to look at the simulation suit sitting to the side of the workstation, hanging in its harness.

Knew that was coming. I said, “Well, thanks to quantum connecting I can stay in touch with friends and family. Watch the latest shows in real time, like yours. And sometimes play games.” The last sounded hurriedly spoken to my ears.

“Games?” Cassa said excitedly as her droid moved from the window to the suit. “Do you play a lot? I would guess you've the time to do so? Does the company mind?”

I blinked at all the questions. Was this why she was really here? I couldn't imagine her viewership would be satisfied with a simple ice-station visit. God knows there were thousands of them out there spread across the outer planets and moons.

Don't be afraid. There's nothing wrong with it, I told myself. “Yeah. I play a lot. It helps take the edge off.”

“The edge off loneliness?” Cassa asked her droid face locked onto mine.

“Sure. Look, the company is required by law to have a human on sight at all times. And, sure, they only have one, the minimum needed to stay legal for insurance purposes. I have tasks to do, but they're really just optional. I'm left to my own devices, as it were. So they supplied my with a simulation suit so I can, uh, hop online and meet people and do stuff to keep me occupied.”

“Like play games?” Cassa said.

“Among other things,” I said, but conceded, “but playing games is my primary distraction.”

“And all this can be done in real time across the solar system thanks to quantum connections!” Cassa blurted with a smile. I knew this wasn't a question, just a statement of fact for those of her viewers who were too dim, or just didn't care how they can watch this conversation in real time.

Of course she was right. I can play any multi-player game with millions, even billions of other players and none of us would suffer a second of delay. Instant internet is what I've heard it referred too as.

“And which game do you like the most?”

I almost laughed. Despite the tens of thousands of online games which use quantum communication there was only one that towered above them all.

“Unlimited Fantasy Worlds,” I said. Yeah, the name sounds hokey when said aloud, but its title didn't lie.

“How long have you been playing UFW? Since you started here?”

Again, I suppressed a laugh. “Well, before that. Years, now. Heck, maybe a couple of decades, even.” I tried not to feel pathetic admitting it. Has it really been that long?

“Amazing,” Cassa said, this time her exuberance was a little muted. Was she getting bored, or did her live stats tell her the audience was getting bored and it was time to move on to something new? Her droid motioned a hand toward the suit. “I've done many interviews with people who simply love UFW. Some play it even when they should be working. But you said IceTech is okay with your playing?”

“The company is cool with it. They even encourage it. Helps keep me sane.” I forced a chuckle.

“How many hours do you think you play in a day?”

I frowned and shrugged. “I dunno. A bit.” Screw that. I knew exactly how much time I played each session. A lot. There's even an active chronometer that my suit's visor displays. But I deselected that option years ago. Don't need to see that each session.

Cassa's face crooked an eyebrow. “Now for those viewers who haven't heard of Unlimited Fantasy Worlds, how would you describe it?”

Wonderful. Amazing. A reason to live. I didn't say those out loud, but I felt it. Instead, I made a show of mulling the question. “Well, its a Massive Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Game. Fully immersive, which is why it's best to wear a suit when playing.”

“A virtual reality,” Cassa coached.

“Yeah, VR in the extreme. When I'm inside it's like I'm really truly there.”

“And where is there?”

“A fantasy setting. Wizards, warriors, magic, monsters, quests, loot. You name it, its got it.”

“According to latest statistics there are nearly four billion active players. Billion! Is that true?”

“I have no way of knowing how many play, but it's a heck of a lot. So much so that years ago, when the single world launched, they almost immediately had to release any new expansion or content onto other worlds within the game.”

“And there are thousands of them now.”

“Yup. And the game's master AI is creating new worlds filled with content all the time. Mostly to meet demand.”

“How do you get around? From world to world, I mean?”

“Gates. Big round things. You can gate around the world your own or instantly travel to another world.”

“Would you say you're addicted to UFW? You do play a lot as you've admitted.” 

She caught me off guard with the question. Did I just admit that? I felt my hackles rise. “No. I'm not addicted. I play for relaxation.” UFW was anything but relaxing. In fact players had been known to have heart attacks while suited up and playing. UFW was intense. My encounter with the dragon had been very intense. It was also why I loved to play it.

“So,” Cassa said with putting a hand on her android hip, “if I challenged you to stop playing for, oh I don't know, say 24 hours, would you be able to do it?”

I felt a chill crawl up my spine. There was a damned Legendary quest waiting for me to dive into right this moment. I was dying to log back in and start. But could I push that aside for just a standard Earth day? Just the thought of it made my throat go dry. Was I an addict?

“Sure,” I said with an air of indifference. “Why not?”

Cassa clapped the droid's hands together with a metallic click. “Wonderful!” She said, overjoyed. “I'll have one of our producers check in with you after to see how you made out.”

“Okay, not a problem.” But it was a problem. What would I do? Legendary quest, legendary quest, legendary quest.

“Excellent. Well, my producers are telling me we're out of time. Thanks for your's Vivian. And I wish you well!” Before I could say goodbye Cassa's face vanished, and the droid slumped forward, going dark.

Wow. I guess her audience was bored.

And speaking of bored... I glanced at the simulation suit, then shook my head. No. I'd go about my optional tasks IceTech had given me. None of it was relevant, but all of was something to do.

I made a list of these tasks. First, I would analyze all the droids in the station, one by one. Sure the station AI did that automatically several times a day, but it wouldn't hurt to have a human set of eyes on things. Then I could double check the myriad of ice samples that were being made. Again, the station AI handled this, but I'd make an effort to ensure that nothing was amiss. Then there was the station integrity which required a thorough inspection, millimeter by millimeter. Ever time the station moved there was the risk of cracking. Or micro-fissures.

I dutifully made my list, which was as long as it was unnecessary. Then I started to make sublists. Lists within lists of all the things I could be doing.

Once I realized I was simply delaying starting the first unnecessary task on my unnecessary list, I crawled into the simulation suit and logged back into Unlimited Fantasy Worlds.

I had a Legendary quest to start.
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Gate travel within the game was equal parts convenience and aggravation. On one hand, you could travel instantly anywhere in the game universe, across oceans to different continents, even to other planets, of which there were tens of thousands. On the other hand, it couldn't be too easy. So most times when you traveled through one gate you had to hoof it the next one, as no single gate went everywhere, you needed to find the one going toward your destination.

After logging back in, I stepped through the gate at the base camp and into a whole other place. The dark ash clouds of the volcano environment changed to perfect white fluffy ones against a pale blue sky. Tall trees and lush greenery momentarily assailed my vision. I had spent too long in the grim volcano zone. This new setting fed my soul.

The small clearing where the travel gate sat was empty of people. In the distance, perched on a tall mesa, were an array of buildings. Zeppelin shaped sky-barges floated to and from there. Fenway Port and the next jump to the quest location. A wide cobblestone path led in that direction. 

But before I could start toward town a message appeared.

Quest Complete! Steal the Dragon's Egg Part III

You managed to leave the Volcanic Plains after taking the dragon's egg without getting reduced to cinders. Reward: 3,000 Experience Points.

Cool! Not only did I get the Legendary Quest scroll but also a bunch of xp for simply surviving long enough to leave the area. I'd take it.

Then another message, this one more flashy and dramatic.

You have increased a level! You are now level 43! Congratulations!

Earned: 3 Attribute points, 5 Skill points, and 3 Ability points.

I'd forgotten how close I'd been to level, so this made for yet another nice surprise. Double checking that I was standing in a safezone, I pulled up my Character Sheet.

Name: Vivian Valesh

Race: Human

Class: Thief

Subclass: Shadow

Level: 43, 0% toward next level

Hit Points: 925, Mana: 120

Attributes:

Strength: 29

Agility: 45

Constitution: 32

Wisdom: 15

Intelligence: 15

Charisma: 20

Main Skills: (Level 3 or greater)

Archery: Level 8, 44%

Acrobatics: Level 3, 21%

Climbing: Level 7, 14%

Dodge: Level 5, 85%

Parry: Level 5, 69%

Sneak: Level 6, 32%

Swords: Level 9, 62%

Minor Skills: (Under level 3 - Select to view)

For my Attribute points, I decided to play it safe this level and simply spread them across all three of my main attributes. So one point went into Strength, Agility and Constitution, respectively. The point to Constitution bumped my Hit Points to 950. The more the merrier.

Once I hit level 50 more exotic weapons became available to my subclass and I'd probably start having to focus on Strength for a while, just to have the points to wield them. But I'd wait until I actually had a weapon to spec against.

For my Skill points, I put 3 into Dodge which pushed it to level 6 and the remaining 2 into Parry which got it to 85%. I felt these needed the points as they were the least used skills.

But, again, I'd may have to focus on Archery and Swords later for higher level weapons.

I had about a hundred minor skills, ones you accumulated during your characters natural adventuring but didn't need. These were mostly all sitting at level 1 or 2. I only cared about the ones which favored my class.

The ones that helped me kill better.

For my Abilities, I stuck with the main two I used the most.

Shadow (8/10) - 2 Minute Duration

Allows the player to cloak for a limited period of time. Cloaking is enhanced if in natural shadows or if the player is standing still. Use is immediately broken if engaged in combat. Timer refills when not moving. Next point grants a duration of 2 minutes and 15 seconds.

I'd decided earlier that I was gonna max out this ability. I wanted more time to stay cloaked. Maxing the ability with 2 points raised the Shadow's duration to 2 minutes of 45 seconds.

I felt elated. This was as close to full invisibility that the game granted players, and now I had it.

For my last point, I'd learned not to neglect my Sure Shot any longer.

Sure Shot (6/10) - +20 Accuracy, -45% Enemy Block

Level 5 Archery Required.

This ability grants a bow user to greatly enhance their chance to strike a specific area of a target. Next point gives +25 Accuracy, -50% Enemy Block.

I put my last point into it and did it with a smile.

Character maintenance finished I set about walking to Fenway Port with Phlixx skipping along by my side.

My mind returned to the quest at hand and the last thing Ogden had said to me.

“I will send you a mage,” Ogden had insisted. “One who will come in useful. He's worked for me before and can be counted on in a tough spot.”

Sure, I thought. Ogden wanted his own person in the group as a spy and proxy. Fine with me. I didn't know any high level mages anyway, and from what Ogden said this mage was extremely powerful.

Which left me to recruit other players for the remaining two spots in the four-person group. Preferably muscle. We would no doubt need it.

I sent Mudhoof a chat request as I followed the path to a stone bridge which crossed over a chuckling stream. A flock of birds flew over head and the sun shone brightly. Yeah, I stayed too long in volcano-land. No more dark and gloomy for a while.

My request was accepted. A large view screen appeared before me with the massive head of a bull on it. The bull wheezed and grunted as he appeared to by doing something physically strenuous. “Hey, Vee!” Said Mudhoof.

“Hey Muddie,” I said.

Mudhoof glanced into the camera for a moment but his focus shifted elsewhere. “Been too busy to talk with your old friend, huh?”

“Kind of,” I said. “Sorry about that. Got sidetracked on a quest and was sucked in until I finished.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” the minotaur said. The view screen was zoomed in too close to his head for me to make out his location or who he fought. “I'm a completion geek as well.” He grunted again, and this time the severed head of what looked to be a kobold passed over his shoulder to vanish out of view.

“You're completing a quest now, I see,” I said with a knowing smile. Sometimes it's tough to shake the need to reach the end of a quest, a feeling I was all too familiar with.

“Yup,” he said. It looked like he was hacking away with his mighty ax at an off-screen horde of kobolds. “Thorm is here with me. We're farming for... Well, I forget, but it's fun doing it, anyway.” Another severed head spun over his shoulder to ricochet off a tree.

“If you guys are busy, I'll look for someone else to group with,” I said as a tease. Mudhoof was a Minotaur Warrior currently armed with a double bladed uber ax. Thorm, a Holy Knight, had top notch healing and shielding abilities. A perfect pair to complement myself and the mage.

“Why, whatcha got?”

“A Legendary Quest.”

The minotaur stopped hacking and turned to look at me through his view screen. “A what?!”

“Look out!” Came a shout from off to his side. It sounded like Thorm. Mudhoof blinked in surprise as if remembering he was in the middle of a battle and resumed slashing again.

I waited in anticipation as he and Thorm cleared their immediate area which didn't take long.

Finished with his grizzly job, Mudhoof looked to me. “Okay, we're in,” he said.

Surprised, I said, “Don't you want the details? We'll split everything equally. But it will be dangerous. Maybe even have to reroll your character.”

Mudhoof shrugged. “That doesn't bother me at all. I'll just power-level using auction house loot. Done it before. Besides, I don't do this for the gold, I do it for the glory!” It was no secret Mudhoof had wealth in real life. So much so that dying and losing a high level character only meant an investment of cash. He used real money to buy large amounts of in-game gold then 'twinked' his new character with the best gear, upgrading as his level rapidly increased.

“Count me in, too” shouted Thorm from off camera.

I laughed. “Okay, I'll send you the quest location and we'll met there.”

“A Legendary Quest,” Mudhoof said, shaking his head in amazement. “You get all the luck, Vee, you know that?”

“Luck has nothing to do with it, Muddie. I'm all skill!” I said and closed the chat screen.

It was a relief to know I had a solid group backing me on what could be the single most important quest of my gaming life. I'd been on many quests with Mudhoof and Thorm and they were both upstanding players. But as for Ogden's mage, named Feign, I had no idea. Looking him up on the gargantuan player search engine came up blank. Not unusual as many people paid a fee to keep their character details hidden. This prevented enemies from seeing what their current level was and what previous quests completed . For the mage I'd learn more about him soon enough.

I sauntered into Fenway Port with a bounce in my step. As I passed other players I wondered how many of them had been on a Legendary Quest, let alone heard of one? It took a lot of self control to keep myself from shouting my good news from the rooftops.

Fenway Port bustled with players and characters transiting to other locations. From here there were dozens of places the sky-barges traveled to, unlike the single location travel gates. Many goods were also transported through the port which made this place a focal point for thieves and criminals. Before entering I placed Phlixx on snoop mode, keeping his eyes peeled for trouble.

I caught the eye of a basic item vendor, one controlled by the game, and wandered over to his stall. Since I was going on a quest, I'd need healing supplies.

“Do you require anything?” The vendor asked. He looked half-human half-elven, but I couldn't be sure. He wore a simple grey robe with the insignia of one of the AI Mercantile guilds across a shoulder.

“How much for a Health Booster?”

“1 Gold piece, sir. Such an item is a must-have for a stalwart adventurer like yourself.”

He didn't need to sell me on it, I needed it.

“And your salves?”

“Healing salves are 50 Silver pieces each. No great conquerer would think of leaving the safe confines of this town without a stack of them in his pack!”

Frowning at his unnecessary spiel I glanced in my money purse.

Money Purse:

0 Gold, 55 Silver, 85 Copper pieces.

Shoot. It may as well only contain lint. I'd need to access my character's account via a local bank, but why bother when I could have a little fun with the vendor?

Phlixx noticed my chagrin and whispered all-too-loudly in my ear, “We are destitute, my love!”

The vendor arched an eyebrow and his demeanor morphed to one of mild disgust. “If you wish to purchase anything from me, I will require hard coin.”

Killing the vendor would not help my situation, no matter how much I wanted to. Instead, I fished out the two half shells of the golden egg and presented them. “How much for these?”

The vendor took them and inspected them with a sneer. “Why would I even want these?”

Because you're an AI vendor and you guys buy everything, I thought. “They're made of gold.”

The vendor scratched at one shell and checked his fingernail for flakes. “Hmm. So it is. Alright, 50 silver each.”

“What? I couldn't possibly part with them for less than 2 gold. Each.”

The vendor looked properly indignant. “75 silver. Each.”

I shook my head in frustration. “1 Gold and 50 silver each.”

Then vendor handed the two halves back to me and crossed his arms. “I can't see us making a reasonable transaction here.”

I was about to retort when a made a show of noticing another item vendor a short distance down the street. “Maybe I'll make a reasonable transaction with him.”

But before I started to walk away the vendor raised his hands. “Fine. 1 Gold piece each, and not a thin copper more!”

I agreed and told him to simply give me a Health Booster and two Salves.

Trade Skill Increased! Level 2, 18%

Acquired Item: Potion - Health Booster (Medical)

Consuming this potion will temporarily double (+100%) the user's Hit Points for 30 seconds. Cannot be stacked. 2 hour cool down for all Medical items.

Acquired Item: Potion (x2) - Healing Salve (Medical)

Consuming this potion with regenerate all lost Hit Points up to maximum over 90 seconds. Can be stacked. 10 second potion cool down.

I put the items in my pack. It was far less than I wanted, but I was broke. Hopefully, the others would bring extra medical aids.

As I made my way down the little town's main street and turned off toward the first set of sky-barge docks Phlixx, who perched on my shoulder, whispered in my ear. “Got a tail, my sweet.”

I frowned. Why would I have a tail? A pickpocket, perhaps? They were quite bold, even in broad daylight. But then I had another thought.

“Are you sure?” I asked the ferret.

“His head nearly snapped off when he did a double take as you passed by. Moved fast to catch up. Pretty obvious, actually. And he's not hard to miss.”

“Why is that?”

“He's bright red.”

This was a little confusing. What if someone else was interested in the Legendary Quest scroll? Ogden wouldn't be the only one who paid the Locators Guild to inform them of new quests. If they knew I had the scroll, then it wouldn't take much to pin down my location. Although it would take insanely high magic to get my exact placement, someone might hedge their bets and put lookouts at the most likely nearby travel gates and ports.

I shook my head. Was I being paranoid?

“I'm going to make a quick turn. Keep watching him,” I said. As I passed the open entrance of a cluttered warehouse, I altered my course and went inside.

Quickly, I dashed behind a stack of wine barrels. Then, keeping Phlixx close, I activated my Shadow ability. My body, and Phlixx, shimmered then vanished. As long as I kept to the shadows I was effectively invisible.

A ninja entered the warehouse a moment later. Clothed from head to toe in ninja garb, twin swords sheathed on his back, he hurried by. Everything he wore, from his ninja mask which only showed his eyes, to his ninja shoes were a bright red.

For a second he seemed to glance in my direction looking straight at me. But he moved on as if in a hurry to catch up with someone.

Me.

After a count to ten I dropped my Shadow and stepped out of hiding. I couldn't be sure the red ninja followed me for the Quest scroll, or I had simply been targeted for pickpocketing. But I didn't believe in coincidences.

I went back out into the street and approached the docks with their waiting sky-barges. This time I kept my eye open for the red ninja. The barge to Benton Fields was at the end with a half dozen players and crew milling about on deck.

Stacks of goods and crates lined the dock, and I slinked my way through them. I concentrated on getting to the sky-barge while Phlixx watched behind us.

“Last call for Benton Fields!” Bellowed the sky-barge captain. I crouched next to a pile of wooden crates a short distance away.

The captain boarded, and the ramp retracted. The barge lifted up.

“Clear?” I asked Phlixx.

“All clear, my love!”

I ran, Phlixx clinging to me. Bolting out from my hiding place I charged right at the ascending barge. When I hit the edge of the dock, I used my Leap ability and jumped. Although I didn't have a lot of points in Leap, it was enough for me to catch the barge railing with both hands. After pulling myself up and over to stand on the deck, I looked around. The other players gave me indifferent looks, but no one said anything. Just another crazy player risking a reroll because she couldn't wait for the next sky-barge.

“That was fun,” I said. But Phlixx gasped and pointed.

There, on the edge of the receding dock, too far to jump from now, stood the red ninja looking in my direction.

“Oh, crud,” I said. “I could have handled that better, Phlixx.”

“What? Why?” Asked Phlixx looking gravely concerned.

“Now he knows where we're going,” I said, feeling immensely stupid. “And we'll have his friends waiting for us at Benton Fields which is a PvP zone.”

And if they caught me they'd get the Quest scroll.
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I sat on the bow of the sky-barge, feeling forlorn.

Phlixx sensed my despondency and patted my shoulder. “Don't be sad, love of my life. It can't be all bad.”

Companions weren't the most perceptive of game constructs. I doubted Phlixx even fully understood why I was annoyed with myself. But it gave me someone to talk to.

“I'm not sad,” I said, watching a carpet of green forest pass below. “Grabbing this barge was a short sighted mistake. I should of taken a different one leading somewhere else, like Kratin's Crater or the Far Banks. Then made my way to the Quest site. Would have given whoever is trying to follow me another direction to go.”

“Can't we do that at Benton Fields?” Phlixx asked. The wind made little waves across his fur.

“Nope. The Quest site is on the way there. Would take too long to circle back.” I shook my head, thinking I was taking this too seriously. My intent now was to jump off the sky-barge at its closest point to the Quest site. But once the sky-barge arrived at Benton Fields and I wasn't on it, whoever waited for me there would figure things out.

Still, maybe it wasn't so bad. I'd still have significant lead time to finish the Quest before anyone else got a chance. And the moment I officially activated the scroll everyone's gossip feeds will spill the news that a new Legendary Quest was available.

In essence, I had only one chance to complete it because soon there would be legions of players descending on it.

Phlixx tapped the hilt of my sheathed sword. “We are arriving at the place.” I had Phlixx tuned into the drop-off point so I wouldn't miss it. Letting your mind wander while floating for hours on a sky-barge was a gamer's hazard.

I stood and peered down. The sky-barge was approaching a range of high hills. They would shorten the distance I would have to fall.

“Going to have to put you away for a bit, little buddy,” I said to Phlixx.

The ferret looked aghast. “But why! I don't want to leave you now, oh, dearest one! It would break my heart.”

“Yeah, but a fall like this will kill you, and your death respawn time is too long. Unsummoning you drops that to a fraction of the time.” I offered my little companion a reassuring smile, but it didn't work.

Phlixx started crying, sitting on the railing and wailing into the wind. “No! Please! Don't do this!”

The hills were now passing by. I didn't have time for this. “I'll see you soon, I promise.”

Before he could respond I selected my companion icon and Phlixx blinked out of existence. I'd bring him back once I made to the Quest zone.

Gripping the side rigging, I scampered down a rope. Trees swept by underneath at an alarming speed.

No point delaying this. It's now or never, I thought, and released the rope. At the same time I activated my Free-Fall ability.

Free-Fall (1/6) 10% Speed drop when falling.

This ability reduces the speed of the player falling and helps mitigate any damage taken upon landing. Next point grants 20% speed drop.

With only a single Ability point it wouldn't do much but it was better than nothing at all.
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As I fell the wind whipped at my face and clothes. The ground raced up to meet me.

Whether good luck, or grave misfortune, I hit a tree and snapped branches as I dropped through the foliage. It may have slowed me a little, but it didn't do much damage.

The moment before impact I selected the health booster icon on my view screen. A message 'Health Booster used - Hit Points increased to 1,900.' appeared. Then I hit the ground, hard.

My combat log in the bottom left of my vision flashed red with the text scrawl:

Fall damage taken -1,890 hit points. You are concussed for 20 seconds!

For a few disoriented moments I lay on my back and tried to get my bearings. High above, through the tree canopy, I saw the tiny image of the sky-barge pass from view.

Wow, that's really high up, I thought. The drop had been greater than I anticipated.

I sat up to find myself in a shallow crater that my fall had made. Branches and leaves from above cascaded down around me.

My health indicator now said, '10 Hit Points'.

Sheesh, that was bad. Without the booster I would have been rerolling my character right now, cursing up a storm. All my gear, including the Quest scroll would have been left here at my point of death for anyone to come along and take.

Stupid, stupid, stupid. I stood and checked myself over, not that I expected anything to be really broken.

Although my health was low, I couldn't use another booster, or even one of the salves in my inventory, for two more hours. I'd need some genuine healing magic to fix me up.

I looked about. Trees and greenery everywhere. Pulling up my map I checked the location of the Quest zone, then I set off in that direction. It was still a fair distance away, so I set my avatar to auto-walk and pulled up a game news-feed to pass the time.

Nothing interesting. Just more of the same. Rumors of hacks and cheats. Interviews with high-level players talking about their adventures. Along the bottom was an auction house ticker which displayed the latest high value items and their most current (insane) bids.

One headline did catch my interest. A group of lore-hounds, players who studied and cataloged the games vast and detailed history, stated that some game characters were now discussing the possibility of the Demon King's return to the known realm. This was a trope played out for years. The ultimate goal of the Demon King, like all big bad guys, was to destroy the world and enslave the survivors. Thousands of years ago his minions had spread evil across the land, but only the mighty efforts of a few stalwart heroes drove him back to the Demon Void.

Typical stuff. But now, it seemed the game had decided to reintroduce this big bad guy, instead of keeping him relegated to the history books.

I shrugged and checked my map. The Quest location was close, so I closed down my news-feed and resumed control of my avatar.

A majestic view of a mountain range presented itself as the forest thinned out. The terrain became more rocky and my walk turned into a climb. My eyes kept darting to my low health bar, but there was little I could do about it now. As long as a bear or wandering monster didn't surprise me I would be okay.

Soon I reached what looked to be the place where the red 'X' on the map was. A flat rock wall against a large rocky outcropping appeared to be the most likely spot. I peered about but saw nothing else remarkable about the area.

From behind me I heard a noise. I whirled around sword in my hands ready for an ambush. No one was there. But the noise continued from nearby. I realized the echoing effect off the rocks confused my senses.

Then a man emerged from around a boulder. He appeared to be floating above the ground but in actuality he stood on a small platform. No, not a platform. A sheet of ice. As he propelled toward me, the ice forming a trail in the air behind him that melted away to water which rained on the ground and vanished.

The man on his moving ice sheet got closer, stopped, and raised a hand. “Greetings!” He said. The ice sheet lowered and touched down. It melted away in a few moments leaving the man standing solidly on the rocky ground.

I knew who this was. “Feign?” I said and cautiously sheathed my sword. This guy knew how to make an entrance.

The man bowed. “The one and only. You are Vivian Valesh?”

Nodding, I got a better look at this new arrival. He was of average build, a little taller than me, and wore a sky-blue robe. He had a beard, sort of. It was a tight cluster of icicles that splayed out from his chin and glinted with the sunlight. His hair was snow - real snow, and shaped in a curl similar to what a snow drift would look like after a strong wind. When he spoke cold clouds of air plumed from his mouth. He looked to be in a perpetual deep freeze.

“You're an ice mage,” I said matter-of-factly.

“Very astute observation,” Feign said with a wink. “My favorite class to play. I've been leveling this avatar for ages and can't get enough of the things he can do.”

I offered a smile. He seemed friendly enough. But I still had to be on my guard. He was Ogden Trite's man and needed to be dealt with caution. “You'll have a chance to use those abilities soon enough. I fully expect this Quest to be a tough one. You up for it?”

Feign chuckled, and little snow flakes shook from his body. “A Legendary Quest would be nothing but tough. I look forward to the challenge.” He looked around. “The others haven't arrived yet?”

“Not yet, but I'll check on them now.” I sent Mudhoof a chat request and it was immediately answered.

“Vee!” Said Mudhoof. “Are you there yet?”

“Yeah, I'm here. How far out are you now? What's your ETA?”

Mudhoof laughed. “My ETA is about three seconds.”

I peered at the screen in confusion. He didn't look to be moving at all. In fact he was sitting in what appeared to be a pub. He even drank from a tankard of ale.

“What the heck, Muddie? You aren't even en route.” Anger flared in my chest. If he was holed up in a bar, it could be hours before he arrived.

“Now, Vee. When have I ever let you down?” Said the minotaur and closed our chat window.

I blinked in surprise and was about to issue a volley of curse words when the air to my right shimmered and glowed.

Then, the air returned to normal, and standing before me was Mudhoof, and a knight clad in shiny silver armor.

“Here we are!” Mudhoof declared with a grin. “Three seconds. Not bad, huh?” He still held the tankard of ale and took a swig from it.

I was incredulous. “You used a Teleport Token? Those are some the most expensive things in the game!” Even my newly acquired deposit money would take a hefty dent just to buy one Teleport Token.

“Actually, we used two,” said the tall knight.

I gave Thorm, a Holy Knight, a scowl. “You could have just taken gates and sky-barges like some of us lowly players do.” I made a show of rubbing my back. “It nearly killed me, too.”

Thorm stepped forward, looking concerned. “Yeah, you look like you're almost done in. Let me cast a healing spell on you.” He waved his hands which were gloved in armor. His entire body was encased in heavy silver armor, just like the knights of the round table might have worn. The helmet he wore was peaked with a topknot of red manticore hair. Sheathed at his belt was a great broadsword. His long blonde mustache wiggled frantically as he uttered the arcane words of the Major Healing spell.

A swirling cloud of bright little stars fell over my body. 

Thorm casts Major Healing on you for +940 Hit Points.

My health indicator shot up to 100%.

“Thank you, sir knight,” I said with a bow.

“Anytime, m'lady,” Thorm returned the bow.

“If you two are done flirting, can we get the show on the road?” Mudhoof said. He stood taller than Thorm and wore a simple gold breastplate, and a gold chainmail skirt that went to his knees. Across his back was his uber ax. His long bull horns were capped with wicked spikes of steel.

“Oh, and this is Feign,” I said indicating the ice mage. “He'll be our magical backup.”

Mudhoof and Thorm gave the ice mage a once over, but politely greeted him. They were thinking the same as me. Who was this guy, and more importantly, what could he do?

“Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Feign said with a smile. If the two high-level fighters made him nervous, he didn't show it.

“Okay, let's do this,” I said and pulled the Quest scroll from my inventory. The others stared at it in wonder. But before I opened I said, “Remember, the second this is opened the quest marker will appear on the world map for all the other players to see. So, even though we get first run at it, we will be on a time limit.”

“It will take a while for other groups to get organized and get out here,” Thorm said.

“Not if they use Teleport Tokens,” Mudhoof said with a wry smile.

“True,” I said, “But I figure we will only have one shot at this, so let's make it count. Get in, follow the quest and get the Legendary Item.”

“And don't die,” Thorm said.

I didn't have a retort for that as it may be the likely outcome.

I opened the scroll and touched the red 'X'.

In the rock face before us, a circular gate appeared. The runes around its edges glowed a bright purple. Through the gate could be seen a staging platform surrounded by darkness.

“This is very exciting,” said Feign. “But I vote for a bathroom break before we continue. It might be a while before we get a chance.”

“Agreed,” I said.

Mudhoof said, “You guys are wimps. I keep a bucket near me. Saves time.” He grinned.

“Too much information, Muddie,” I said.

We took turns watching the other's idle avatars while each player stepped out of their simulation-suits to do their business. No one wanted to log off; would be too much of a hassle.

Once that was all taken care of I said, “Okay, let's get that Legendary.” But before any of us moved we were interrupted.

From behind us someone screamed, “Don't go through that gate!”
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We turned to see who yelled.

From the far tree line a centaur broke through and charged at us. His human torso was clad in the armored outfit of a samurai, and in his hands was a samurai sword. A stylized helmet of Japanese design hid his face except for his eyes.

“Don't go through, you FILTERED idiots!” The centaur-samurai screamed.

“Well, glad to see my language filter is working fine,” I said. All curse words spoken or typed in game were masked with the word FILTERED.

“What's this guy's deal?” Mudhoof said as he unhooked his huge ax from his back and hefted it, ready for a fight.

“Don't!” I said to him and pointed at the gate. “Get inside. He's just trying to delay us and make us miss the quest.” Quest gates had a time limit which varied from quest to quest. I didn't know the limit on a Legendary Quest, so we had to hurry.

Thorm and Feign stepped through the gate and onto the staging platform. But Mudhoof was fixing for a tussle with the centaur-samurai.

“Let him come,” Mudhoof said, getting riled up. “I'll cut his horse bits off and feed them to his human half.”

I grabbed the minotaur by a huge arm and futilely tugged at it. “Come on! The gate may close at any moment. We've got to move. Forget that idiot.”

The centaur-samurai was closing in fast, screaming filtered obscenities all the while. It just made Mudhoof more angry but eventually he came to his senses.

“Okay,” Mudhoof said. “I'm going.”

I let Mudhoof enter through the gate first just to be sure, then stepped through myself.

We all looked out at the screaming, charging centaur, his eyes wild. Then, a second before he would have reached us, the gate closed. Blissful silence followed.

After a moment Thorm and I burst into laughter. Mudhoof still fumed and Feign looked concerned.

“What was that all about?” Thorm said once he settled down.

“I dunno, but that guy was begging for a reroll,” Mudhoof said. “Why suicide into us? He must have known we could have taken him out.”

“Delaying tactic,” said Feign. “Miss Valesh was correct. He wanted to stop us, or at the very least, slow us.”

“Yeah, but to what end?” I said, but suspected the truth. Had the red ninja's friends finally found me? And how?

Before anyone could suggest an answer, the black void which surrounded the staging platform flickered, then slowly brightened to reveal a new setting.

We stood at the top end of a valley, looking down. Beautiful forest stretched out in all directions. Closest to us was a small lake with a series of waterfalls. Near the middle of the valley was a large town with many multi-storied buildings. But at the far end was something strange.

All eyes were drawn to it.
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