
I was starting to feel weird being…famous.

As I walked down the street in Freeport, I heard the whispers.  People were recognizing me now, because I’d done enough of the Grand Crusade for me to have to be visible.  People had posted screenshots of me sailing into Freeport on a captured Kanlon raker and meeting King Gerin and Admiral Rogers, and combined with the other things I’d done, it had slowly let word spread about who the human champion was and what he looked like.

That felt like forever ago.  I’d completed that quest almost two weeks ago, and had completed the second chain of the quest line.  I’d earned my second piece of Champion’s Raiment, opting for the boots to replace the boots I destroyed when I got Djinn form, which were nondescript black leather boots.  And like all the Champion’s Raiment, they had a magical effect, one that maybe wouldn’t be as useful to me as some of the others…but I really, really needed the boots.  The boots had an effect called Feather Light, which did three things; they let me walk on water, they allowed me to fall any distance and land without taking damage, and they let me jump long distances, as if I weighed no more than a feather.  Testing it showed me that I could jump about three meters forward, two meters up, and about two meters backwards from a stand.  With a running start, I could jump about six meters forward and four meters up.  That was enough to let me jump up onto the roof of a one story building, or up onto the second floor balcony of about any building.  There were effects on other boots that were more powerful, like one that let a person run very fast…but I have my Djinn form for running fast.

The Kanlon were a naval power.  I suspected I might have to do more naval combat, and having a piece of gear that lets me walk on water, well, that might be useful if I couldn’t use Djinn form.  And hey, at least now, I’d never have to worry about falling damage again.

There was something else I got from the quest line, though, that had me even more excited.  I got the Teleport spell!  Teleport spells are extremely rare, like insanely rare, to the point where lucky players that get them are more or less set for life in this game by hiring out their services to other players, or scribing copies of the spell to sell in the major markets on the server.  The Teleport spell allows the caster and everyone in his party to teleport to a scion, which would save me tons and tons of time.  Instead of traveling to a scion, I could just teleport to it, and then use it.  Using a Teleport spell on a scion allows the caster to activate the scion without having to use a scion crystal, which saves the player even more gold.  And what was best, the spell could be used to find scions.  If a player goes out in the middle of the boondocks and uses the spell without having a destination scion in mind, it will teleport him to the nearest scion, even if he’s never been to it before.  The spell allows players to mark scions, which allows them to teleport to that scion instead of the closest one.  And as the caster’s Translocation skill increases, it allows the teleporting player to mark additional scions.  Extremely high skill casters can mark dozens of scions, giving them the greatest mobility in the game, able to get almost anywhere in a matter of hours.

But, for now, the spell was going to be in my item storage.  It requires a minimum skill of 1,250 to learn, and my Translocation school skill is only 1,063.  Teleport is a spell more or less meant for mage archetypes, since it requires such a high skill to learn it.  But now that I had that rare and treasured spell, I was damn well going to raise my skill so I could learn it.  For a player like me, having the ability to use Teleport could be game changing.

But I was back on land for now.  The third chain in the quest, from what I could tell, was to break the alliance between the Kanlon and the Salamanders and ensure that the Salamanders didn’t attack while we were dealing with the Kanlon.  That was part of their plan; when the Kanlon landed on the west coast of Arcavia to invade the western factions, the Salamanders were going to boil out from the Underdark and attack the eastern factions, to keep them from sending reinforcements to repel the Kanlon invasion.


That was why I was preparing for another expedition into the Underdark, moving through the Market District and restocking on supplies I would need. I would be going in alone, and my mission was to do something rather drastic…I was tasked to collapse the tunnels leading to and from the Salamander’s main city, built on a large lava lake in central Arcavia.  The mission would be dangerous, but I decided it would be even more dangerous if I had NPCs along to help.  I would be carrying magical “bombs” made by the high elven mages that would cave in the tunnels, enough to collapse all seven tunnels large enough for the Salamanders to move large numbers of troops through them.  What would make it dangerous was that I’d have to cave in the tunnels in a specific pattern that would put me on the inside of the perimeter, and then collapse the last tunnel with me on the outside, allowing me to get away.  I’d have to dodge Salamander patrols, then work along the edges of the lava lake to get to the last three tunnels.

Because of that, I’d come here to visit to a twisting alley well off the beaten path in the marketplace, a place that sold more mystical wares.  I’d need a way to protect myself from the heat of the lava, and that way could be found among the narrow doors along that alleyway.  Merchants who sold magical goods didn’t like to be too visible, and because their goods were very valuable, they set up shop in places that were hard for thieves to get into.  That was why you’d never find a merchant selling potions from a stall in the marketplace.


I wasn’t here for a potion or a totem, I was here for a charm.  Charms are temporary magical items, like potions, totems, and crystals, but they last longer.  I was here to find a charm of protection from heat and fire, and I’d need it to last at least three weeks.  And that would not be cheap.  I was expecting to spend well over five thousand gold pieces for the charm, because they were very expensive for enchanters to make.

Much as I’d love to have permanent protection from heat and fire, an item like that wasn’t something you’d ever find for sale, even in a town like Freeport.


There were several charm makers in Freeport, both players and NPCs, and my merchant of choice was an NPC.  She was a bit hard to find, and it wasn’t easy to get her to sell you things.  But if you could manage it, she sold potions, totems, crystals, and charms for very reasonable prices.  The reason she was hard to find was because she was one of the most exotic residents of Freeport, and almost never ventured out into the city.  Her name was Lucilia, and she was an Arachnaut.  Arachnauts were half spider, half elf creatures most known for being a hostile NPC faction in the Skittering Marsh, with the head and torso of an elf set on a spider-like body   Lucilia wouldn’t sell to players unless they had sufficent rep with the Arachnauts to be allowed into their villages…and what do you know, I raised my rep with the Arachnauts a couple of years ago.  I did it because of Lucilia, I stumbled across her exploring the city, and eventually got her to tell me what I had to do to be allowed to patronize her shop.  So I went to the Skittering Marsh and did quests to raise my standing with the Arachnauts.

One of the things that made this game so cool was that you could befriend initially hostile NPC races and factions, if you worked hard enough.  I was not considered an enemy by tons of races and factions that would kill most other players on sight, because I went out there and worked my butt off to earn their trust.  And there were rewards for doing it.  NPCs in the towns and villages of NPC factions would offer quests once they trusted you, and some of them had some lucrative rewards or rare magical items and treasures.  Many of them could only be acquired by befriending the faction.  That’s why I never just mindlessly attack anything that moves when I start exploring a new area.  I very well might accidentally kill a monster or NPC in a faction, and killing members of the faction make it bloody hard to raise your reputation with the dearly departed’s allies.

 The three weeks of work I put in to befriend the Arachnauts had paid off just in getting on Lucilia’s good side, because she was the exclusive supplier of all of my important consumables.  My bow was the other reward.  It’s called the Spider’s Fang, and it’s a very, very good bow.  It requires an archery skill of 1,550 to use, which means it’s a top tier weapon for people who don’t raid or do dungeons, it has one of the longest ranges I’ve ever seen on a bow, and any arrow the bow fires is poisoned.  The bow magically envenoms the arrowheads when I nock the arrows, and the poison reduces the victim’s agility and movement speed, crippling it so it can’t run away or so I can run away from it.  Effects like that are called snares by players, magical spells and effects that reduce the movement speed of the victim, and the Spider’s Fang  is prized by archer archetypes because it allows a tactic called kiting, which is to move away from a snared enemy, shoot some arrows at them, and then retreat again, which keeps the archer out of the reach of an enemy.  The tactic doesn’t work very well against players, since many players have their own ranged attacks, but it’s a very effective tactic against monsters.  As for me, the bow is super-useful when I use my Hunting skill, hunting for food, because it snares my quarry and lets me catch up to it easily if I don’t kill it with the first arrow.  And since the poison is magical and temporary, it doesn’t poison the meat, making it safe to eat.

I got the bow as a reward for finishing a very long and involved quest line with the Arachnauts in the marsh, which ended with me rescuing the daughter of the village leader from a swamp troll encampment. 


Many of the game’s quest chains were like that.  The rewards for completing a long, difficult quest chain were items and equipment of about the same quality as you’d find in loot from boss monsters in dungeons.  It allowed people to get good pieces of gear through hard work and effort, and served as an incentive to do those long quest chains.  What was best was that while boss monster loot drops were random, you knew what the quest reward for the chain was if you did a little research, and it allowed you to go after specific pieces of gear or weapons that you needed.  I didn’t know about the bow when I started raising my reputation with the Arachnauts, I was doing it to gain access to Lucilia’s shop…but if I’d have known about the bow, I would have done it just for the bow.  I’ve had the bow for over a year, and I still haven’t found anything better.  And even if I do, I’ll keep the Spider’s Fang for hunting, because the snare effect is just too useful.


I can’t use the bow in Djinn form, and boy I wish I could.  I use a loot drop bow in Djinn form, a rather crappy one that I use only so I can use Imbue Arrow while in Djinn form.  Since I could potentially lose it to a player if I get killed as a Djinn, I don’t equip anything valuable or powerful in that form.


I don’t really use bows in human form, even though I have a very good bow and can use Imbue Arrow in human form…but that’s just me being a perfectionist.  I’ve used my bow in combat maybe five times over the last few months.  And when I’m out in the world exploring, I’m usually in Djinn form and use the bow I equipped for that form.  But if I ever do need it, I have a damn good bow and a high bow skill to make it do respectable damage, along with Imbue Arrow to pump up that damage even further.


I opened the door to Lucilia’s shop, which was a small, ragged door that led to a set of old, worn spiral stairs going down.  The Faerune on my headband let me see in the darkness, going down the spiral staircase to a deep cellar well under the buildings.  Within the large cellar were tables and stands holding her wares, and one wall was covered in thick webs, which she used to get up to her private apartment.  “Lucy!” I shouted as I came into the main area, speaking her language.  “Lucy, it’s Xen!”


“How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?” she complained as she appeared in the passageway at the top of the webs, then started down.  Lucilia is nearly twice as tall as me, her spider body large, and her elf-like upper half was graced with ample breasts and a lovely face.  Her hair was bone white and long, held back away from her face by a tiara-like headpiece, and her pale skin was complemented by the silk tunic she wore on her torso.  The thorax of her spider body had a pack saddle of a sort over the top, giving her places to carry her things…usually the materials she needed to make her wares.  She always smelled of spices and acrid powders.


“I’ll keep doing it until the day you bite me,” I replied lightly, which made her smile.  That revealed her very long, very poisonous fangs.  “I need your help, my friend.  I need a very, very special charm.”


“A custom order?  I do love a challenge,” she replied with an earnest smile, stepping up to me and looking down at me.  She was a good three quarters of a meter taller than me.  “Exactly what do you need?”


“I need a charm that will completely protect me and my equipment from heat and fire, and it has to last at least three weeks.  If you can make it last longer than that, that’s excellent, but it has to last a minimum of three weeks.”


“Hmm,” she mused, scratching her chin as she took on a thoughtful expression.  “I can make such a charm for you, Xen, but I will warn you now.  It will be dreadfully expensive.”


“I’m fully expecting it to turn my hair white when I hear your price, Lucilia.”


She gave me an amused look.  “I can make you one that will last an entire lunar cycle, Xen, but it will cost nearly eight thousand gold pieces to make.  Add in my fee, and it will be eighty five hundred.  The problem is, it’s dependent on the phase of the greater moon, so I have to make it so that it’s finished on the day of the full mooon or the day of the new moon.  It will then last for the full cycle.”

A cycle of the greater moon was 36 days long, a little over five weeks...perfect.  But there was one tiny catch.


“The new moon isn’t for nine days,” I said with a bit of a frown.


“I know, but it’s the best I can do, friend.  It’s the only way I can make one that will last as long as you need it to last.”


“If that’s the only way we can do it, then that’s what we’ll do,” I told her.  “I absolutely need that charm, Lucilia.  I have something important to do that will occupy my time while we wait for the new moon, so I won’t be bored.  Do you need me to pay in advance?”


She nodded.  “I’ll be honest, friend.  I don’t have the gold to buy the supplies I need to make the charm.”


“Then I’ll have the money here later today,” I promised.  “Is there anything I can do to help you?  Any supplies or ingredients I can gather so you don’t have to buy them?”


“I fear not,” she replied.  “It’s going to take me four days to make the charm, and you wouldn’t have time to go get the rare and expensive ones and have them back here by the time I need them.”


“Alright,” I said.  “Thank you, Lucilia.  I knew you’d be up to the task.  You are the best enchanter in Freeport.”


She smiled down at me.  “Your compliments are the only reason you remain unbitten, human,” she teased.


“I do love to live on the edge,” I said in a playful voice.  “I’ll be back this afternoon with the money.  There are some errands I have to run that I can’t put off.  Is that alright with you?”


“Fine.”


 “I’ll see you then.”

She nodded.  “I’ll be waiting.”


I left the shop, went back home, and logged out.  I had some errands to run, but they were in the real world, and I wanted to get them done on my day off.  So, I went from rugged, competent explorer to just another guy in the elevator as I went down to the concourse to do my shopping for the week.  This was Saturday, and I do my shopping on Saturday for the entire week, which mainly involves quick, easy to make meals.  I’m not really much of a cook, so most of my meals are made by someone else, be them at a restaurant or in a factory.


The concourse is the literal reason I live in this building.  It doesn’t just have a market, it has several stores in it that cater to the building residents, and I can buy almost everything I need without leaving the building.  And what I can’t buy in the concourse, I can order over Civnet and have delivered.  Since I don’t have a car or a hovercar, the market in the concourse makes it very easy for me to get my groceries and get them home.  I don’t have to lug bags of groceries on the tram, or take a cab.

It often hits me when I do this how…well, how divided my life has become.  I live in two worlds, one real and one fantasy, and sometimes I’m not sure which world is the one I feel is more real to me.  In this world, I’m a wage slave, an unassuming, timid introvert that wouldn’t so much as raise his fist to someone and does everything he can to avoid confrontation.  In the other world, I’m a rugged survivalist with the courage to explore where nobody else has ever been, to face the dangers of the unknown.  Here, you’d never look twice at me.  There, you’ll never see me because I’m out doing something, always doing something.  Here, I’m a glorified data entry clerk looking at never getting out of the cubicle farm.  There, I’m a champion.  Here, I’m afraid of almost everything.  There, I’m afraid of almost nothing.

I sometimes can’t fathom how I can be both Kevin Ball and Xen, how two diametrically different people can be the same me.


I know, I know, it’s because it’s a game…but it’s a game that’s so realistic that it’s like an alternate reality.  In the game, you laugh, you cry, you get scared out of your wits, you feel awe and wonder, you establish deep and meaningful relationships, you make friends and enemies, you experience everything you can in the real world except pain.


And maybe that’s why it feels so much more like where I belong than the real world.


I guess the scars in me that built up during my time in that Trillane work camp may never go away.


I was honestly surprised to see Mrima heading towards the elevator, carrying a bag of groceries nearly as big as she was.  The little Pai had to be careful that other people didn’t kick her by accident.  Mrima usually spent her weekends up in Norfolk with her kids.  “Mri, why aren’t you up at the Academy?” I asked as she stopped in front of me.


“The cubs are home on Paian right now, and I couldn’t afford a transport ticket to go with them. They’re visiting my family,” she answered.

“You should have said something, Mri.  I would have lent you the money,” I told her honestly. 


“Your money is your money, Kev,” she said firmly.  “Besides, I’ll see them next week, and so will you.  They’re going to come here and spend the last week of their summer break with me,” she said eagerly.


“All three of you in that little apartment?”


“It’s only little to you,” she grinned.  “For me, that apartment is huge.  There’s more than enough room for all three of us.”


“Oh.  I didn’t think of that,” I admitted, which made her chuckle.


“What are you doing down here, Kev? I thought you’d be logged in.  Don’t you have the next quest in the Grand Crusade?”


“Yeah, but I can’t start on it for nine days,” I said sourly.  “One of the lessons you learn in CO is that things take even longer in there than they do out here.  I was going to go do some intensive skill training while I wait.”


“Why do you have to wait?”


“I have to go stop the Salamanders from invading the eastern faction territories,” I replied.  “They live in the deep underground tunnels called the Underdark.  I have to collapse the tunnels they’re going to use to travel there.  I can’t start it until I get something that will protect me from heat, because Salamanders live in tunnels so hot that it’ll kill anything that’s not immune to fire.  That item won’t be ready for nine days, so I have to wait for it to be made.”

“And you’re doing it alone?”


“It’ll be easier for me to do alone,” I told her.  “You’ve never been to the Underdark, Mri.  Down there, a lone person can move around much more easily than a group.  To be honest, anyone that goes with me will just slow me down and put me in danger.”


“Well, thank you for not just calling me a dead weight,” she grinned.


“You’re too small to be a weight.”


“Not in there I’m not.  I like being big.  It’s a refreshing change of place after living here on this planet where nobody will build a counter I can see over.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I gotta get these back to the apartment.  I know I’ll see you in game in a little bit.”


“You know me too well, Mri,” I agreed with a chuckle.  “Soon as I do the shopping for the week.”


“Well, swing over by the Bloody Kobold, I’m still there.”


“You’re gonna be the only newb on Methrian with an alcohol tolerance skill over one thousand.”


She laughed.  “Ale tankards don’t fight back,” she said impishly.  “And since you’re the one paying, I can train that skill the way you say I should.  So we’re not getting drunk, Kev, we’re using our game time efficiently by working on a very, very important skill.”


I had to laugh.  “You are impossible.”


“I’m a Pai, Kevin,” she said impishly.


I decided to do just that, at least after I brought the money for Lucilia.  We met at the Bloody Kobold, drank a lot of ale and elven wine, and chatted about things both in and out of the game.  I told her some of the better places to hunt monsters to gain XP, and explaining the NPC faction system to her, which would come in handy when she started questing in the Shadowfang Woods.  There was an NPC faction of lizard men there—a different tribe than the lizard men that Jagaara had to fight in the starting zone just outside Twinfang that was also enemies with that tribe—that gave some pretty good quests for starting players, and like many of those factions, the lizard men started out as hostile.  I told her where to start a quest to make them not hostile anymore, where she would save a group of lizard men hatchlings from gnoll hunters.  That would trigger a quest chain that would end with the lizard men accepting her as a member of their tribe, and then she could do quests for the lizard men, helping them fight the gnolls.  Eventually, though, I managed to talk her out of the tavern.  There was something I wanted her to see.

I was going to show her one of the best kept secrets in the Golden Stands, which was the starting area for human players just outside Freeport.  It was filled with farms cut from the surrounding forest, a forest of trees with golden leaves instead of green, and the woods were filled with hostile animals and small, roving bands of kobolds, which were the main focus of the quests in the area.  Kobolds were small semi-reptilian humanoids, only about a meter tall, and they were a major problem for farmers.  They were weak and cowardly by themselves, but in large groups, they became a threat. The small bands lurking in the woods around the farms killed farm animals and stole crops, so farmers gave out quests to protect their farms and deal with the kobolds, and the overall questing experience for the area was for players to prevent the small bands from assembling into a large one, which would then become a major threat to every farm in the Stand.  It culminated with the players finding and killing the lead kobold trying to organize the bands—whose identity changed often since players hunted him down with such regularity—which would keep them from joining together.

The Stand was much different when I first started playing.  Over the two years the game had been online, almost all the NPCs from when I quested through here had been killed in kobold attacks, so the farms all had NPCs with different names now. The game’s overall governing AI kept the farms populated by having the old family sell the farm and move out if too many family members died, and new families move in to replace them, who would offer many of the same quests as the old family.  That kept the overall feel of the zone the same, kept it populated and seeming to be a living, breathing society, but also bowed to the realities that this was a game and ensured that they were NPCs to give out the same types of quests that I did when I first began.

It was almost sad, in a way, to know that the NPCs I got to know as I first started the game were all gone.  They may be just computer generated characters, but they had personality, and in a way, it was almost like real people had died.  And now those unique characters were gone, killed in the game and deleted off the servers in real life…so they were actually dead when you think about it.  Every farm had a family on it, but I didn’t know any of them, because they weren’t the same people.  They didn’t act the same as the NPCs they replaced.


I said before that this game could make you cry…and that was one way it could do it.  If an NPC I’d known for years died, like Lucilia or Makrathaz the Black, it would feel like I lost a friend in real life.  Because in this game, NPCs don’t just respawn, unless there are exceptionally rare circumstances or unless a player or NPC uses powerful magic to resurrect them from the dead. When they die, they die.  But that did put a real urgency into the game’s play you didn’t find in any other game.  When you took a quest to defend a farmer and his family from a kobold band, if you failed, there were consequences.  The player might respawn, but he’d return to the farm to find the bodies of the NPCs he was hired to protect…and they wouldn’t respawn.

Maybe I take it too seriously.  In the big picture, it just meant that you couldn’t complete the quest, and if you waited a little while, new NPCs would replace the old ones and offer a quest nearly identical to the original one.  But given that the NPCs were distinct, unique, had personalities, it was easy—too easy—to become emotionally invested in them.


“So, what’s this big secret?” she asked.


“It’s best just to show you,” I replied as we started down the hill towards Lion’s Watch, the small village that served as the quest hub for starting players.  “It’s a good example of how many secrets there are in this game.  You can always find something new, Mri, if you look hard enough.”


We traveled about fifteen minutes, to one of the more distant farmsteads, which was in ruins.  It had been like this since the game started, the family that built this homestead died years ago and nobody had claimed the land due to the mysterious circumstances.  All the farmers around thought the house and land were cursed, and they steered clear of it.  We entered the half-ruined house, and she stopped and watched as I advanced up to the fireplace, knelt down, and then reached up into the flue.  I found the small, nondescript metal lever that most people would think was to close the flue shutter and pulled it.  Mri gasped and took a step back when the bottom of the fireplace sank into the floor, revealing a small, cramped, steep stairway.  “A secret passage in a place like this?” she said, then she laughed.


“It gets better,” I told her as the sound of grinding stone stopped.  I pulled out a light crystal and started down the steps, and she came down behind me.  We went down a ways, then entered a passage that opened to a natural cave tunnel whose bottom had been carved out to make it flat.  We walked several minutes, and as we neared our destination, light started to appear in the distance ahead of us.  When it was bright enough, I put the crystal away and took her the rest of the way in.  We entered a fairly large natural cavern, our tunnel halfway up from the floor of the chamber, with a small ledge upon which we stood.  And on the floor of the cavern, there was a large form.


It was a dragon.  It was curled up and sleeping, its golden scales moving as it breathed, and a soft radiance was emanating from those scales, illuminating the cavern.  “Woooooow,” Mrima whispered, advancing up to the edge of the ledge and looking down at the sleeping creature.  It wasn’t very large, would only be about ten meters long from nose to tail, and around it was collected coins of gold and silver and copper, a few valuable items like silver platters, candlesticks, and whatnot…and several skeletons, some of them still wearing gear and equipment.  “Is it alive?  Will it attack us?”


“Only if we attack him,” I answered, kneeling down on the edge of the ledge, putting a hand on the stone to steady myself.  “Meet the best kept secret in the Golden Stand, Mri.  This is Selvaron, he protects a node in the ley line that runs through here.  This is where the area gets its name from, not the gold leaves on the trees.  The leaves are gold because this dragon sleeps here.  If he were to leave the area, the trees would go back to normal.”


“What’s a ley line?”


“It’s a natural current of magic that runs through the world,” I answered.  “A node is a point where mortal magicians can directly access the ley line.  Long ago, the six races of the Ancients used the ley lines to do serious magic.  But they overloaded the ley lines and caused a cataclysm that destroyed their societies.  Thousands of years ago, Mri, there was a huge city where we’re standing now,” I told her.  “But when the ley lines collapsed, the entire city was destroyed and all its inhabitants died.  To prevent that from happening again, the Powers enlisted the aid of the dragons.  At every node in the ley lines, you’ll find a dragon protector, there to make sure us silly mortals never do something like that ever again.  Selvaron is the protector of this node.  He’s defended it for thousands of years, and will continue to defend it for thousands more.  The family that lived in the farm where we came in were agents of Selvaron, keeping an eye on things and making sure nobody found this cave.  They were killed by the Order of the Black Hand, a secret society of powerful archmages that wants to access the nodes the way the Ancients did and reproduce their glory.”

“Seriously?  All this in a starting zone?”


“This game holds many secrets, Mri,” I told her in a calm voice.  “I think I don’t have to tell you this, but don’t tell anyone about this place.  Or your skeleton will join the collection down there,” I said dryly.  “Selvaron will wake up and attack you if you try to steal his stuff, because it’s nothing but a trap.  It’s there to see what people will do if they find this place.  And if enough people find out about this place, they may try to raid it, and that would create a huge mess.  He may not look it, but Selvaron is one of the most powerful creatures in this world.  He could wipe out entire armies.  And he’d be very cross with us if he has to hide the entrance to this chamber again.”


“I very much would be,” A deep, sonorous voice called.  The dragon opened his eyes and raised his head, making Mrima gasp and take a few steps back.  “It’s been a while, Xen.  What brings you here?”


“Lord Selvaron,” I said, standing up and giving him a respectful bow.  “This is Mrija, a friend of mine.  I wanted to show this place to her, so she might understand the true nature of things.  I would have thought that you would have found new agents to assist you.”

“In time, when the memory of what happened fades from the minds of the mortals that live here,” he replied, blinking and looking at me.  “If I have desperate need of aid, I can always call on you.”

I glanced at Mrima—well, Mrija, that was the name of her character here.  “Or my friend,” I added.  “I’ll explain what she has to do to earn the trust of the Seven Stands.  I know you could always use more dependable mortals to assist you.”


“We shall see if her heart is worthy of the Seven Stands,” Sevralon said in his sonorous voice. “We will give her the chance…in time.  She is not ready.”


“I’m working on that, Lord Sevralon,” I told the dragon.  “But I’m sure that when the time comes, she won’t disappoint you.”


The dragon nodded, then put his head back on the stone and closed his eyes.


I turned and nodded my head towards the tunnel, and she took the hint and started back for the stairs.  I came up behind her, holding my light crystal in my hand.  “I can’t believe there’s a raid boss under a starting zone,” she said quietly.


“He’s not a raid boss.  He’s one of the Seven Sentinels of the Stands,” I told her.  “Yes, he’d be a raid boss if you fought him, but he’s one of the good guys.”


“That wouldn’t matter to a lot of players.  If it drops loot, they’ll kill it.”

“And those are the stupid players,” I said.


“I take it he’s on a faction?”


I nodded.  “It’s called the Seven Stands.  It’s the network of mortals, dragons, and agents of the Powers that protect the ley line nodes from misuse.  It’s one of several secret societies in the game, much like the Order of the Black Hand, who are the sworn enemies of the Seven Stands faction.”


“And I take it him saying I’m not ready means I’m too new to try to raise my rep with his faction?”


“Yes,” I affirmed.  “I’m not sure what the exact requirements are, I already met them when I came across the faction.  But I know that they won’t allow anyone to raise their rep with them unless they’ve got a high skill average.  And that’s one reason why I told you to never buy a skill unless you intend to raise it.  All those ones in skills you buy and don’t use bring down your skill average, and that can lock you out from parts of the game.”


“I see,” she nodded.  “So, they give out some tough quests?”


“I’m not sure, they’ve never offered me one beyond the reputation quests I did. I don’t think I meet the requirements to do quests with them,” I chuckled as the stairs appeared in the gloom. “I raised my rep with them because I wanted to know who they were and what they did, and they wouldn’t talk to me until I proved myself to them.  Maybe I’ll never do a quest for them, maybe I will when I meet the requirements, maybe there aren’t even any quests for them in the game yet, and they’ll be added in the future.  Nobody really knows, not even on the game forum sites.  About all anyone knows about the Seven Stands is their backstory and that only high skill players can earn rep with them.  And once you do…that’s kinda it.”


“So, you want me to raise rep with a faction that doesn’t reward anything?”


“The rep is the reward,” I told her as we started up the stairs.  “I think you underestimate how useful it is in this game to raise as many faction reputations as you can as high as you can.  It goes beyond just getting access to quests and whatnot.  When you befriend a faction, Mri, they will talk to you.  You learn things, learn more about the game world.  And it can be a simple as being able to ask NPCs about potential dangers around their village.  When I move into a new area, the first thing I do is try to identify any NPC factions in the area, and to try to raise my rep with them if there are.  They teach me things about the places I’m exploring, help me avoid the death traps and dangerous spots, and help me understand the way things work in that area.  Knowledge is power, Mri, and NPC factions are absolute treasure troves of knowledge.”


“There’s your bias showing, Kev,” she said teasingly as we exited the stairs, and I closed the secret entrance.  “For someone like me, who’s never been out of faction territory, about the only value an NPC faction has is in the quests and rewards it offers for raising it.”


“That’s true,” I admitted with a chuckle.  “But when the time comes that you put on your big girl pants, you’ll know that NPC factions are good sources of information.”


She looked back at me. “Do you put the things you learn up on the forums?”


“Not all of it,” I replied.  “I’ll answer questions people ask in open threads and correct others who get things wrong, but outside of that, not really.  I don’t write guides or anything.”


“You should.  I bet you know more about this game than about anyone.”


“Nowhere near.  I know a lot, but only about certain parts of it.” I chuckled.  “I’ve never set foot in a raid, and I’ve never gone into any dungeon I can’t solo, so that’s nothing that’s current content.  I can’t do the quests in the faction territory of other player factions, so I don’t know very much about them outside of where things are.  But if you wanna know about the overworld and the Underdark, yeah, I know a lot.  That’s because I go out and explore them.”  I chuckled.  “Besides, there are some things in this game I don’t want players to know about, because they’d ruin them.  Selvaron is one of those things.”

Mrima started saying something, but it didn’t register.  What did was a distant, faint voice speaking the words of power of a spell, a voice that raised my hackles almost immediately.  I realized what the spell was after a second, and Mrima gave a shout of alarm when I bodily pushed her forward, making her stagger several steps, and chanted the three words of power for the Bubble Shield spell.  Almost the instant it went up, I chanted the words to the Resist Magic spell to raise my MR to fighting level, and quickly swapped gear as the caster canceled her spell in mid-cast and started a different one, one that would get around the protection of the spell.  I expected that, so I used another spell that casts even faster, the Dark Cloud spell—I’d raised Illusion enough to cast it—creating a billowing cloud of dark shadows centered upon myself (it can still blind you if you cast it on yourself, but my Faerune headband renders me immune to being blinded), concealing us from view.  I then ran through the bubble in the opposite direction that I pushed Mrima and darted into the forest.


“Kev, what the hell!” Mrima barked, and then I heard her scream when a series of lightning bolts lashed out from the heavens and slammed into the cloud of shadows.


“Come out, you damn coward!” I heard Emelda scream, overhead, over the treetops. She must be using a Hovering Disc spell, a common trick mage archetypes use to stay out of reach of melee types like me.


“Hey, you can’t cast spells at us!  We’re on the same faction!” Mrima shouted at Emelda.


“Shut up, you stupid cow!” she snapped in reply.  “Is that your name in the real world, Xen?  Kev?  Or Kevin?  Does she know you in real life?” Emelda said in a savage voice.  “I think revealing your in real life name to everyone is just desserts for destroying my guild!”


“Calm the hell down, lady!  This is just a game!” Mrima told her.


“Not to me,” she replied in a savage voice, then began chanting the words of power for a spell.  She was going to set fire to the Golden Stand!  She was going to lay waste to the entire starting zone just to force me out into the open!


I had to move fast.  I retrieved the Spider’s Fang and a quiver of arrows from item storage, then nocked and drew even as I raised the bow.  I could see her through a void in the branches, a small hole, but she couldn’t move while she was casting, even on the Hovering Disc.  I set the fletching against my cheek, exhaled, and loosed, and the arrow flew true.


Not at her. At her Hovering Disc.


Here’s an amusing little tip for you; the snare effect of the Spider’s Fang may be poison-based, but it affects anything that has a health bar.  Hovering Discs can be attacked and destroyed by inflicting enough damage on them to disrupt the spell, “killing” the disc, and the fact that the disc had a health bar and could take damage meant that it was susceptible to the debuff effects of attacks.  That was the weakness of the spell, the balance to keep it from being as ridiculously overpowered as Sylphs and Drakkins.  No way could I do enough damage to destroy the disc with a bow, not with me not specced for archery, but my bow would snare her disc and significantly slow her down.

Why do that?  Rule number one when fighting mage archetypes:  whoever can move the fastest wins.


 She did what I expected her to do.  She chanted the words of power to erect a barrier that stopped arrows and other physical missiles, which gave me time to use abjuration magic to raise my resistance to fire, cold, and electricity, which on top of my magic resistance buff would give me powerful resistance to the most commonly used attack spells.  And most importantly, it raised my resistance over the threshold to protect me from Soul Rend.


I’d been expecting this day to come, the day Emelda tried to get her revenge on me. And because I was expecting this, I had a plan for it.  I put the bow back in item storage and retrieved something I almost never use, a large circular shield made of frosty white crystal rather than wood or metal, and affixed it to my left arm.

“Is that all you can do, Kevin?  Shoot little arrows at me?” she taunted, turning on her disc to look around, looking for me.  I shifted into Djinn form and flew well around her close to the ground, keeping out of sight using the trees, then shifted back and retrieved an item from my item storage.  It was a crystal, faintly glowing with a soft pink radiance, and I crushed it in my hand.  That activated the effect, and I ran out into the meadow on the far side of it from Mrima as it started to work.

As I started to grow.


Lucilia had made this for me.  It would grow me to the size of a giant, and I would stay that size for a good five minutes.  It had cost me three hundred gold, but it was about to be worth it.  I drew one sword and rushed forward, and every step I took made me grow bigger, and bigger and bigger.  Emelda started high overhead, but she got closer and closer with every step.  Her eyes widened when she saw me coming, growing bigger and bigger by the second, and chanted the words of power to a spell.  I just kept coming, and when she finished the spell and motioned at me, I raised the shield.  I white-hot ball of fire blasted from her hand and raged at me, but when it hit the shield, the shield shattered and caused the ball to rebound, going right back at her…except now there were two of them.

Shield of Duplicitous Counterspell.  Single use item, causes any spell that strikes the shield to be duplicated, and both spells then rebound on the caster.  They’re extremely rare, and in the right town, they can sell for upwards of five thousand gold pieces.


The shocked look on her face was most satisfying just before her own spells hit her.  A thunderous explosion was followed up by a second one, and I saw her health bar drop by nearly one third.  She was at my eye level now, and as soon as I knew I was in range, I executed Sword Blitz, even as I drew my offhand sword.

Understand one thing about using growth spells; they increase your strength by a proportion of how much you grow, which in turn increases your base damage.  So, when Sword Blitz hit, it dealt a visible amount of damage to her health bar despite the effect not hitting very hard.  And once again, I followed up Sword Blitz with Blade Dance, and that hit fairly hard.  She reacted by speaking a single word of power, which caused her to disappear…the Blink spell, a staple defensive spell of mage archetypes.


She just forgot one little thing…the Hovering Disc did not go with her.  She didn’t reappear in midair, she appeared on the ground, which was an aspect of the spell.  She turned to face me, and I could see her eyes widen when she realized that I was right on top of her, almost literally, thanks to the double boost of the growth spell and the haste effect of Blade Dance.  I scored three more hits in rapid succession, each one staggering her from the size and weight of my weapons, and the third sent her flying through the air like a rag doll hit by a golf club.  I had her down to half health, but then it rebounded up two thirds as she used a defensive spell called Reverse Time, which cancelled out the damage done in the last two seconds.  She rolled back to her feet effortlessly and started chanting the words of power to a new spell, one I didn’t know…that meant it had to be extremely powerful.  I again chased her down using my massive speed advantage, striking her before she could finish the spell, which has a chance to make the spell fizzle.  But she had an insanely high spellcasting skill, because she kept chanting flawlessly in her strong voice despite being damaged…I admit, I was impressed.  She may be a bitch, but she’s a very good mage archetype.  She trained all the right skills to all the right levels.  I stopped Blade Dance to let it refresh and fell back to a staple spell I use when fighting mages, a single word of power.  This spell is called Dampen, and it reduces the amount of damage I take from the next spell by a percentage based on myAbjuration skill.  And I think I mentioned that my Abjuration skill is the second highest of my magical skills.

I’m glad I used Dampen.  A blast of absolute cold lashed at my legs—I was now about eight meters tall, towering over Emelda like a giant—dealing nearly a quarter of my health despite Dampen and also applying a snare effect, the cold slowing my reaction and reflexes and making it hard for me to move. I’d never seen that spell before, it had to be one of those spells that exclusively drops from the kinds of high-progression raids that only Emelda’s guild can clear on our server. Her snare did slow me down, but I was still a giant, and that meant that I moved much faster.  When she blinked away again with a single word, I started after her…and realized that the snare effect from that spell was hardcore.  I could barely move at my normal move speed when at normal size!  It was like my legs had turned to lead, making me struggle to take every step.

She had me.  At giant size, I couldn’t break her line of sight, which would make every spell hit.  She could use blink to stay at spellcasting range, and the only spell defense spells I know, Bubble and Dampen, weren’t going to counter the sheer power of her magic.  She’d keep me at range and wear me down with spells she could cast fast enough to get off before I got close enough to use Sword Blitz to close the distance immediately.

Wait, we were at the Cursed Farmstead.  That was right beside—God, I’m such an idiot!


Speaking the single word of power, I raised another Bubble spell, and almost smiled when it covered me even at my giant size.  I canceled the giant effect of the consumable with another consumable that dispels consumable effects (you have no control over the duration of a consumable), then I then used one of my regular tactics, shifting into Djinn form, turning, and flying away, using the giant-sized Bubble spell to break her line of sight, keep her from seeing that I was retreating.  Flying partially countered her snare effect, which gave me enough speed to get away from her; and I had trouble moving through the trees once I reached them, breaking some branches as I tried to snake my way through the branches and around trunks with my three meter tall body, heading for the shoreline just on the other side of a stand of trees and feeling all kinds of vulnerable since I only had 190 hit points in Djinn form.  She could sneeze on me and kill me with her magic skills being so high.  In a matter of brief moments, I wriggled my naked Djinn butt out the other side and found myself just a dozen or so meters from the White Cliff. I didn’t hesitate, I swooped right over the edge and shifted back to human form, which caused me to fall.


As I was falling, the snare effect dropped off.  That was very timely.


Instead of plunging into the ocean, I instead landed on the surface, thanks to the Feather Light effect on my boots.  I ran out to sea as fast as I could, and behind me, I heard Emelda’s scornful laugh.  She was at the edge of the shore and was conjuring a new Hovering Disc to chase me.

Yeah, you do that, bitch.  You have no idea what’s under the water barely half a kilometer from here, do you?


By the time she was on her disc and coming after me, I was at my destination.  I dove through the surface and started swimming down, Faerune both allowing me to see perfectly underwater and allowing me to breathe, and I was swimming at full speed for ruins that spread across the sea floor about twenty meters down.  These were ruins from the Ancients, and unlike the ruins of Ancient cities on land, the ones underwater still had their magical protections.   They were drowned and abandoned before the ley line cataclysm that destroyed the six Ancient races.


And this particular ruin had a fairly nasty magical protection that made it tricky to explore for most players.  I took several deep breaths before crossing the tumbled city wall that marked the border of the city, and the instant I did, all my magical resistance buffs dropped off, and Faerune stopped working for a few seconds.  The ocean went from clear as a sunny day to dark and murky back to clear as a summer day once I cleared the edge of the inside of the wall.


The city wall of this ruin was the edge of a powerful defensive measure that canceled all magic that passed through it.  That meant that all buffs and debuffs were removed, the effects of any spell or item with a duration were removed, and magical items with continual effects, like my headband’s Faerune, would not work within the canceling effect.


And the last little effect it had; no spells could be cast within or across the effect.


I swam into the ruins and turned to see where Emelda was.  She was coming after me, still on her disc and with a bubble of air around her.  She didn’t know about this place, she was charging right at me.  I had to make her advance into the antimagic effect, if she stopped short and tried to cast a spell at me, it would fizzle at the border and she’d find out about my little trick.  So, I got behind the eroded top of a ziggurat, breaking her line of sight.  That would force her to come in after me, to get back in line of sight of me to use a spell.


I watched intently as she approached, making sure she could see my head, see that I was going to keep the pillar between us.  And like any over-eager hunter that could smell the kill, incited into rashness by a fleeing opponent, she didn’t stop to think about why I was doing what I was doing.  I sheathed my swords, retrieved a spear from my item storage—slashing and bludgeoning weapons have significantly reduced damage underwater, but piercing and thrusting weapons don’t—took it in both hands, and watched intently.


She fell for it.  Her disc vanished and air bubble popped when she crossed the edge of the wall.  She didn’t panic, she immediately started swimming for the surface—one of the major disadvantages of being underwater for mage archetypes is they can’t speak clearly underwater, so they can’t cast anything but the most simple spells.  I came out from behind the ziggurat and started after her, but was honestly surprised when she suddenly rocketed towards the surface.  She must have used some kind of spell or item to get her to the surface in a matter of seconds.  I slowed to a stop still on the other side of the protection sphere, inside the effect, and she came back under with a new bubble and disc after a few seconds.  She descended to within spellcasting range, and I didn’t bother to hide as she spoke the words of power.  A beam of intense light lashed out from her hand and raged at me through the water…then vanished about five meters before it reached me.  She slowed to a stop, her eyes narrowed and a frown on her face, then she glared at me as I ghosted up to the edge of the effect on my side.

She understood her predicament.  Her bubble would pop if she came in after me, and she couldn’t cast a new one without surfacing, which would keep her from getting in here with the ability to use her high-power spells.  She most likely wasn’t carrying any item that would have an effect that would get around that problem, or she’d be pulling it out to use it right about now.  She hadn’t been prepared for the possibility that this fight might go underwater.

“You have to come out eventually,” she said in a hot voice, her voice sounding a little funny because I was in the water and she was in that air bubble.


I made quite a show out of yawning, then taking a reclining posture in the water with my hands and spear behind my head, just floating there as if I were laying in a hammock.  That caused me to start slowly sinking back towards the ruins below.  I took a hand out and waved goodbye to her tauntingly as I slowly sank out of her reach.


As I expected…she either hadn’t gotten the head piece of her Champion’s Raiment yet, or she did and she didn’t select the item that has Faerune on it.


So, this little encounter was a draw.  I wasn’t going to fight her, and she wasn’t equipped to come in after me.  But as far as I was concerned, a draw was a win in my column, because I didn’t want to kill her, I only wanted to ensure she didn’t get credit for killing me towards the mount quest.  So long as just one champion slipped through her fingers, she would be denied the mount.  And I would do my damndest to make sure she never got it.  She was not going to be rewarded for her treachery.

All I had to do now was wait for dark, then swim back to Freeport while staying as close to the bottom as I could, where I’d be nearly impossible to see.  But until then, I think I needed to make it clear to her that I was prepared to wait her out.  I swam down to a courtyard by the wall and cast my Create Shelter spell—Faerune lets me cast spells underwater—and when the cabin appeared, I looked up at her, gave a mocking salute, and opened the door.  The interior was dry, the water magically stopped at the door, so I stepped into dry air, dripping water all over the stone floor.  Now she knew that even if she did get past the antimagic barrier, she couldn’t touch me inside my cabin.  I could log out and just wait her out, logging in from time to time to see if she was still there.  And since the spell duration timer for the cabin disappearing reset every time I logged out, I could theoretically stay in the cabin forever.


I sent a message to Mrima explaining what happened, then after eating a quick dinner both in game and in real life, I logged back on.  I was very careful about making sure that Emelda hadn’t come through the effect and was lurking nearby, then I came out of the cabin, dismissed it, and swam deeper into the ruins.  I’d explored them before, but not nearly as thoroughly as I could now, so I decided to take care of that.  I explored every building, every part of the drowned city, taking my time as I waited for nightfall, and even found a couple of pretty interesting things I hadn’t found the first time. That time I’d been relying on water breathing charms, so I’d been restricted by the number of them I could afford to bring.

When the sun set, I prepared for my risky trip.  I knew Detect Player would track me, and that I couldn’t use Djinn form; remember, I get no benefits from my gear in Djinn form, and that includes the Faerune preventing me from drowning.  Or, I couldn’t use Djinn form all the time.  I explored the northern edge of the city, and found an open space that would serve me well for my trick.  I cast Create Shelter on the spot, then entered the cabin, shifted into Djinn form, which made it suddenly very cramped in the cabin, then logged out.  I can do that so long as I’m in the cabin.  I then spent an hour or so dicking around Civnet, making anyone who might be using Detect Player to keep tabs on me think I logged off for the night.  I then logged back in, and since I logged back in still in Djinn form, it hid me from Detect Player spells.  Then it was a simple matter of hyperventilating to maximize the amount of time I can hold my breath, amd getting out a door not built for someone three meters tall, and then swimming out of the cabin and towards the wall.


I can’t use flying underwater in Djinn form.  It requires me to be in the air.  So, I had to swim for it.


I was pleasantly surprised by how far I got.  I managed to get nearly 60 meters from the outer wall by the time I was forced to switch back to human form or drown, and I only stayed in human form long enough to get my breath back.  Then I shifted into Djinn form again and swam a little longer, got my breath back, and repeated it over and over again for about ten minutes.  I then settled into a small kelp bed to conceal me and stayed in human form, not moving for nearly half an hour as I watched to see if anyone was tracking me.  When I was fairly certain I wasn’t, I swam out around Hook’s Point in human form.  Hook’s Point was one of the rocky outcroppings that formed the narrow, deep cove that held the harbor of Freeport 


I made it.  I surprised quite a few NPC sailors on a trading coster as I broached the surface of the water and climbed up onto the surface, using the Feather Light effect, then used that to vault up to the top of the pier.  I then walked towards the harbor dripping wet, acting as if I’d done nothing unusual whatsoever.


And now I was safe.  Emelda couldn’t attack me in Freeport, not without every guard in town trying to ram his sword down her throat.  Human guards would defend the human champion within a human city.


And it reminded me that until I finished the Grand Crusade, I’d better stay in Freeport.  Emelda had just proved that she was going to stalk me, attack me any time she thought she could get away with it, and that meant that I was stuck in Freeport until Lucilia finished making the charm.


Eh, I don’t spend nearly enough time in my house in town anyway.  It was my chance to get some work done on it, maybe conjure some new furniture, and help Mrima get started on blacksmithing in the smithy I made on the ground floor.


And if that bitch wanted to try me in the Underdark, she was more than welcome to. I’d be even more ready for her next time.  This fight gave me experience against her, and that would allow me to better prepare for our next little confrontation.

When that time came, I’d be ready.


Emelda proved that she was as petty as she was vengeful.

She carried through on her threat.  She’d recorded her A/V feeds from our fight, and she posted them on the server forums, including Mrima calling my name…just editing out her threat to expose it.  The caption of the stream was watch a coward in action, and included nearly the entire fight from her point of view.


But I don’t think she was expecting the reaction her video got.  Quite a few people on the forums remembered that she tried to cheese me out of my title, and she not only got blasted for that, but she also got massively trolled over me getting away.  Quite a few snarky replies along the lines of so the mighty ubergeared raider couldn’t kill a solo scrub, even from an ambush filled the thread, and revealed the fact that she got outplayed.  I used my knowledge of the area against her and got away when she had the clear advantage.

Good enough for me.  I decided not to justify her thread with a response, mainly because nobody seemed to care about Mrima using something that sounded like my real name.

I avoided the forums for the rest of the week, and Mrima felt kinda bad that she nearly got me killed, so she adventured out in the starter zones while I decided what to do.  I could stay in Freeport and work on Translocation, working to raise it high enough to learn Teleport.  It was going to take me weeks to get it that high.  I could work on the house, or work on blacksmithing.  Or, I could take a risk and go out and grind XP to buy skill points.


And perhaps leaving Freeport for a while would be a good idea.  I could do some scouting in the Underdark and grind some XP at the same time, and as long as I stayed close to the Free City, I could get back to Freeport in about four or five hours.  There were some excellent hunting spots in the tunnels leading in and out of the Free City for XP grinding, and there was always the opportunity to find new tunnels to explore to further complete my maps. Now that I had Faerune, it would give me a much better chance to see what I didn’t see before.

And that was exactly what I did.  I stocked up for a possible twenty days in the Underdark (always overprepare in case you get held up) and headed out, going the hidden way.  Most players didn’t know it, but there was a way into the Underdark through Freeport.  A tunnel connecting to the sewers in the Trades District led to a tunnel that connected to a passage that opened into what was considered the Underdark, which would confound Emelda or any other players that were trying to keep track of me.  Unless they knew where that tunnel was, their Detect Player spells would only tell them that I was in a specific direction underground.  And there were ways into the sewers much less obvious than climbing down a storm drain.


The trip was good for me.  I’d been working on the Grand Crusade for weeks, and it was nice to return to my roots, to go back to doing what I do best.  Explore the unknown using my own skills and my own wits.  Moving through the Underdark was much easier now that I had Faerune, making no light that gave me away as a visitor in the deep tunnels—light attracted predators—and allowing me to see with much more clarity.  Using a light source, you could miss the small tunnels and little details because of the shadows they cast on the walls.  Faerune would let me explore the flooded passages and chambers since I couldn’t drown, and Feather Light could also be handy down here, letting me jump to passages high off the floor or move safely across underground lakes and pools.

My eight days in the Underdark were highly successful.  I managed to get enough XP to buy a whopping thirty points in Translocation, got a fair amount of gold, and picked up a few useful items and a piece of equipment that I was going to give to Mrima.  But what was more important to me, I found several dozen new tunnels and chambers, and I even found a new NPC faction that had never had contact with a player.  They were called the Ferro, and they were cousins of dwarves that lived as close to lava as they could, just like the Salamanders.  They had ashen skin and red hair, and like Salamanders, they needed to live where it was very hot, the hotter the better.  And what was most useful, they were at war with the Salamanders (everyone was at war with the Salamanders in the Underdark), the two factions fighting over the lava lakes east of the Free City.  Since I was there to stick it to the Salamanders, they gave me some very handy information about the large lava lakes that they claimed as their home territory.  When I left the Ferro village, I’d maxed out their language skill, I had fairly good standing with them thanks to a few quests I did for them that involved killing Salamander scouts on their eastern border and helping the Ferro take control of a small lava river from the Salamanders, and I had a new axe I was going to give to Mrima, made by the Ferro and of exceptional quality.  It was a very rare weapon because it was usable by low skill players, yet had fairly good stats, and even had a proc.  Its proc dealt a random amount of extra fire damage to what it hit.

Any weapon usable by new players yet had a proc was extremely valuable.


 I checked in with Lucilia when I got back and found she was on schedule, so I met with Mrima in the Bloody Kobold.  She’d done some more questing, including grouping with a few people to tackle the quests in the western Dark Thicket.  But naturally, she was still using the axe I made for her.

Her eyes just lit up when I pulled the axe from my item storage, a double headed axe with a black metal head, etched with Ferro runes, the haft made out of the bone of some creature that had been charred for some reason, the handle wrapped in rough grayish-black leather…Salamander skin.  “Mriki’s tail, Xen!” she blurted, taking it from me.  “Where did you get this?”


“From a people called the Ferro in the Underdark, they awarded it to me for helping them take back some territory from the Salamanders,” I told her.  “This is why you raise NPC faction reps, Mri.  You get things like this, which are valuable even if you can’t use them yourself.”


“This is incredible!”


“It’s yours,” I told her.  I confirmed it by offering it to her as a player trade, which she accepted so fast I think the trade window never fully appeared in her field of vision.

She gasped and gave me a surprised look, then bounced up off her seat and nearly tackled me giving me a fierce hug.  She then equipped the weapon, which caused the axe to grant her its stat bonuses.  “You’re the best, Kev!” she blurted.  “I can’t wait to try it out!”

“I have some things to do before I go out again, so go for it.  I’m sure you can message your new friends and get them to go back out to the Dark Thicket with you.”


“Are you sure?”


“Sure I’m sure.  I have some things to do, and you’d be bored just sitting around in here.”


She all but rushed from the tavern with the axe in her hand, and I just had to chuckle.  I remembered when I could get that excited over something.  Actually, it was when I found that hidden tunnel that led me to the Ferro village, finding something no one else on the server had found.

I got everything set up for tomorrow, then logged out.  I went from a small yet well appointed bedroom in my house in Freeport to my tiny apartment on the 16th floor, and again, I wondered at why I was so different in the game.  And again, I realized because the game was just that, a game.  This was reality…even though sometimes I wonder which reality is the one I prefer.


I guess I really am just a coward in some respects.  I never stick up for myself, I’m afraid of anyone with blue skin, I’m stuck in a dead end job with no hope for advancement.  I love to explore, but I rarely leave my apartment, when it’s so easy to get around Earth now…even get to other planets.  I only have one friend, and she’s not afraid to go out and experience life, she just doesn’t have the money to do what she wants.  I never go out.  I never do things.  I just lay in my bed in my apartment and spend all my time playing a game.  If not for the gym in the building, I’d probably weigh 170 kilograms by now.

But…when I’m playing that game, I do feel like I’m doing things.  I go all over the Twin Worlds.  I explore what no one else has explored, I test my limits to see how far I can go as a solo player.  I have goals, and I work towards them.  I have more friends than I can count…at least if you count the NPCs.  I’ve accomplished so much, and I have a sense of real pride about what I’ve done.

And in the game, I’m not afraid to stand up for myself.  I stared down Emelda, when in real life, I’d wither under the hostile stare of anyone else.


I thought about it until I went to bed, but in the end, I didn’t see anything changing.  The game was the game and real life was real life, and those two separate worlds required two separate mes to handle them.

The entire world shook when the last of the magical bombs went off.


I barely registered the quest completing in my log, because I was neck deep in angry Salamanders.  The small passage prevented more than two of them from coming at me at a time, and there were over a dozen behind the two trying to kill me.  The patrol had intercepted me as I retreated from the final tunnel that had to be collapsed to cut off the Salamanders from the tunnels that would let them get to the eastern side of the continent, at least easily.  There were other ways they could go, but to go in those directions, they’d have to fight a running war with about ten other NPC factions in the Underdark, including having to conquer the Free City, to get there underground.  What I’d done was basically collapsed every tunnel leading to Salamander territory, trapping them in their caverns.  I couldn’t collapse every single one, but the only ones remaining would be exceptionally difficult for the legless Salamanders to travel.  Salamanders had the lower body of serpents and the upper body of reptile-men, and a species without legs was going to have a lot of fun getting to tunnel entrances in the roofs of high walls of chambers and passages.

That was where I was trying to get now.  I’d been forced to collapse the last tunnel with me inside Salamander territory due to a Salamander patrol that found me just as I set the last bomb, and now I had to reach a narrow, twisting tunnel that opened into the roof of this tunnel in order to get out.  This was a different patrol, the other patrol had no doubt been killed by the cave in, which saved me from being surrounded.  The escape tunnel I had to use was so small and constricting that I couldn’t get through several parts of it at my normal size, which would make it absolutely impossible for Salamanders to navigate.  The average Salamander was larger than I was.  What it meant was that in order to reach the escape tunnel, I had to go through the Salamanders in front of me.  I had to fight my way out…unless I was clever.


The cloud of dust I was expecting reached us, and after cutting down the Salamander on the left, I took advantage of the wind and the dust and shifted into Djinn form and went up and over the Salamanders, taking a huge risk.  I don’t have any gear bonuses in Djinn form, and I’m naked, so I only have like 200 hit points.  A high skill monster like a Salamander could kill me with a single blow.  The dust in the air would hide my heat from their infravision, and I moved fast enough to be nothing but a blur that ghosted through them.  I could barely see myself—Djinn form meant no Faerune—but lucky for me Salamanders use weapons that glow with heat, and that glow gave me just enough light to see in the dusty haze.


Well, if I was really smart, I could just let them kill me in Djinn form. That would make me respawn at the graveyard next to the Free City with all my gear, removing my need to return to my corpse to reclaim my gear.  But I had too much XP to want to lose it, I had enough to buy 14 points in Translocation.  And I couldn’t buy those points until I reached a safe zone.


The last of the rush of wind and dust went by, just as I got past the last pair of Salamanders.  By the time the dust cleared enough for them to see my heat, I was too far ahead for them to catch me…and I’m not afraid to let monsters or NPCs see my Djinn form.  The Salamanders chasing me saw me slow down and then wriggle through a narrow crack up into the ceiling, getting myself out of their reach.  I heard them screaming curses at me after I returned to human form, then I started down the small tunnel, too low for me to walk down it without hunching over, which ascended and curved away from the main tunnel holding the Salamanders.


Mission accomplished.  It had taken me nearly a week and a half to get the job done.  I started at the main tunnel leading to the eastern throughways that they could use, then I systematically collapsed the tunnels in a ring around their lava lakes.  The going had been slow and cautious, and several times I had to move through chambers holding lava, which made getting Lucilia’s charm worth it.  At one point I had to cross a lava pool, which would have been much harder if I didn’t have Feather Light on my boots.  The effect let me move across the surface of the lava as if it were water.

Okay, maybe Feather Light was more useful than I first thought it would be.


The mission had been fairly hairy.  I’d been caught by patrols several times on the way in, and once I collapsed the first tunnel, the Salamanders started actively hunting for me.  I’d been fighting skirmishes against patrols for days, since the more tunnels I collapsed, the more soldiers they sent out into the tunnels to hunt down the saboteur.  The last two days I’d basically been going from one fight to another, barely had time to recover, and it had tested my resourcefulness and my experience.


I knew one thing.  The human champions of the other servers may not be able to pull off a mission like this by themselves.  I specialize in exactly this kind of playstyle, pitting myself against a superior force with nothing but my own skills and wits.


But it was done.  The quest was showing as complete in my log, so that meant that I had to return to Freeport and get the reward and get the next one.  And since I’d been out of contact for nearly two weeks, I needed to catch up with what was going on.  Mrima hadn’t been on the game lately, because her cubs were here to visit before they went back to the Academy.  Without her to friend chat with me to keep me apprised of what was going on up on the surface, I’d been cut off from the recent activity.  Before Mrima left to spend time with her kids, she told me that Kanlon raids along the coast had dramatically increased.  I was right, they were testing our defenses, trying to find the weak point where they could land an invasion force.  I could only guess that those attacks had increased, had spread further north and went around the point on the south side and started moving east…or perhaps the coastal attacks in the west had been a diversion.

I slowed to a stop and knelt down.  If the Kanlon and the Salamanders were cooperating, why would they attack in two places so far apart?  Yes, it would split the Arcavia factions trying to defend against both of them, but they would each have to march halfway across the continent to meet.  It was best if they could join up closer than that, to form a singular army to face what by then would be a large and organized response.


The Kanlon weren’t going to invade the west coast of Arca, they were going to invade the south.


It fit.  The raiding parties were just keeping the western navies busy, holding them close to the coastline.  The main bulk of the Kanlon invasion fleet was going to sail well south of the continent and then turn north and come up, staying out of sight until they were in sight of land.  I pulled out one of my maps and studied it, a map of the southern section of Arcavia.  There were three factions that held the southern coast, but there was tons of neutral territory between them.  The Golden Lion faction held the southwest corner of the continent, and there was hundreds of kilometers of neutral territory until you reached the Amber Shire faction, which was made up of the halflings, the Joradim, which were Ogravian-like creatures akin to Minotaurs from mythology, The Savasa, which were another cat-like race, this one based on cheetahs, and the Vissanu, which were a reptilian race based roughly on snake-men.  They lived on the eastern edge of their faction’s territory, bordering the Kaldian Desert.

There.  I tapped my finger on the map, between Amber Shire and Golden Lion territory.  If I were the Kanlon, I’d land my invasion force there.  It was a place called the Sea of Grass, a vast plain abutting halfling territory.  No forests to slow them down, a straight shot right at the Amber Shire faction’s territory, easy access to the interior of the continent, and also an easy march on Golden Lion territory.  The Amber Shire and Golden Lion had powerful navies, which would also reduce the threat to their ships as they operated in the waters off Arca.  The Vissanu had a mighty navy, strong enough to rival Freeport’s, which was a bit odd given they were desert-dwelling reptiles.  And what was more, if the Salamanders attacked the eastern factions from the south, it would allow them to join up with the Kanlon within Amber Shire territory.  The Salamanders would erupt from this place here, the Smoking Mountains, which were well known for having lots of volcanoes in the range.  The Smoking Mountains ran from the edge of the Luran Forest all the way to the Kaldion desert, so depending on where the Salamanders emerged, it would put them in prime position to burn down the most ancient woodland on the continent, the Luran Forest.  Ironically, the Smoking Mountains were right beside the Nazgar Hills, they separated the Nazgar Hills from the Luran Forest along its northwestern edge.  The two armies would march towards each other, and meet somewhere inside Amber Shire territory.  The Salamanders would cross the Kaldion Desert, something they could do easily because they were fire-based creatures, and hit Amber Shire territory from the one direction the Amber Shire believed they didn’t have to defend. Only the Vissanu could easily travel through that desert, because they were adapted to living in desert conditions.

It was fairly brilliant.  The Vissanu would be forced to fight the Salamanders without help from their faction allies, who couldn’t survive long in the desert, which would allow the Salamanders to steamroll over them and get all the way into Amber Shire territory virtually unopposed.  By then, the Amber Shire would be pincered, with the Kanlon invading from the west and the Salamanders from the east, and they’d get swarmed over and conquered very quickly.


I needed confirmation.  The one thing I didn’t do while I was here was find out what route the Salamanders were going to take.  I could find that out in the military headquarters of the Salamanders. Or, if I could find a Salamander officer that knew their invasion route, I would know if I was right.  I had a good two weeks left on my charm, so I had plenty of time.


I couldn’t leave yet.


But, there was one thing I could do.  I took out the communication crystal Prince Aldion gave me and activated it.  A moment later, King Gerin’s face appeared as a magical image in front of me.  “What have you to report, Champion?” he asked.


“I’ve completed my mission to cut off the Salamanders,” I replied. “But I’m not done yet.  I have a suspicion about where the Kanlon invasion fleet is going to land, and I need some information from the Salamanders to confirm it.  My King, I have the suspicion that the Kanlons are going to land on the coast at the Sea of Grass,” I told him.  “If you look at the maps of the area, you’ll find that it’s perfect.  It allows the Kanlon to move their invasion ships well south of the continent, and with their rakers raiding our coast, it pulls our ships in close to the coast so we don’t see those ships coming.  The Sea of Grass gives them immediate access to the Amber Shire lands, an easy march on our lands, and easy access to the interior of the continent.  We already know that the Salamanders are going to invade the eastern side of Arca to pin down the factions on the east coast.  If they exit the Underdark in the Smoking Mountains, it gives them immediate access to Silver Blade lands and allows them to attack the Amber Shire by crossing the Kaldion desert, something the Salamanders could easily do.  That allows them and the Kanlons to pincer the Amber Shire forces, splitting them and making them easier to conquer.  If they get control of the Vissanu port of Vistara, they’ll have a major seaport that’s defended on its eastern side by the Kaldion Desert. The Salamanders will have no problem crossing that desert, but it forces any defending armies to go around the desert and attack from the north or west, making it easier for them to defend the land they conquer.  I think that’s their plan, my King.  Their main objective is the Amber Shire alliance and the port city of Vistara, which they need to establish a foothold on our continent.”

He looked down, looking at a map no doubt, and was quiet for a long moment.  “That’s a very logical analysis, Champion,” he agreed.  “It does make sense.  But we can’t act on your advice until we know more.”


“Exactly why I’m not done here, my King.  I’m going to try to find out exactly where the Salamanders are supposed to exit the Underdark. If they plan to come out in or very close to the Smoking Mountains, it lends weight to my theory.”


“That it does.  Very well, Champion, do as you see fit,” he said.  “Find that information and bring it back for Merria to analyze.  In the meantime, I’ll send messenger falcons to the Amber Shire leaders and inform them of our suspicions.”


Much to my delight, a bonus quest popped up in my field of vision, which then immediately completed and awarded me a nice chunk of XP.  That was a hopeful sign that I was on the right track!  A new quest also appeared, the objective of which was to locate information regarding the Salamander invasion plans and bring it back to Merria the Spymaster in Freeport. The quest had a different icon on it from a usual quest.  That icon told me that the quest was what we call a pop-up quest in the game.  The game can instantly generate quests going on the actions and behavior of players, and my conversation with King Gerin had caused the game’s AI to decide that my plan was worthy of becoming an official quest.  So it made up a quest for it on the spot.  The game’s AI marks pop-up quests so people don’t think they’re pre-programmed, or “scripted” quests.  Pop-up quests were bonus quests people get for being clever or doing some good role-playing, and the game’s AI had decided I’d done one or the other.

Sometimes pop-up quests were far more fun that pre-generated quests, because they were tailor made for the player whose actions caused the quest to generate.


So, I now had a new quest to do.  I had to track down information about the Salamanders’ invasion plans, which I could find either by capturing and interrogating a Salamander military officer or invading their military HQ and stealing maps and plans.  It would be easier to catch an officer, but it wasn’t as reliable as taking the plans from their HQ.  However, that would be very hard for me to do, I didn’t prepare for the possibility of sneaking into their city.  If I had, I’d have brought a couple of illusion charms so I could take the appearance of a Salamander and just slither into the city.

Or….


From what I remember, the military HQ was built over the lava lake that fills the bottom of the massive gallery holding the city.  I could come across the lava and fly up the outer wall, get into the HQ, and find the papers.  I’m fluent in Salamander, so I’ll know what I’m looking for.  Once I have it, I can just jump out the nearest window and either fly away or land on the surface of the lava and run like hell.  The only possible danger I’d have is that Salamanders sometimes take dips in the lava and they might spot me, but I don’t think they do it around the HQ building.  It’s fairly far from the residential districts of the city.  There would be more guards in the HQ because of my operating around the city, but I could work around that.

I had several shrinking charms in my item storage.  Those would make me more than small enough to get around their building in Djinn form.


It was worth the risk.  They already knew I was here, and since the patrol saw me get into that tunnel, they may think I was done and leaving.


And it was best to do it now, while they were chasing me out in these outlying tunnels.  I could get to the main gallery holding the Salamander city from this tunnel, at least after taking a few side tunnels.  I’d have to work my way there using several smaller side tunnels, but a few of them were used by the Salamanders to move around. I’d have to be careful moving through those areas.  It would take me about an hour to reach the main galler, then I could fly out over the city along the roof to reach the military HQ, which was on the other side of the city and enter through a window.  The windows in the city had no glass in them.

How do I know where the HQ is?  I’ve been in the Salamander city before, using an illusion charm.  I couldn’t make maps of the city without going into it, and I’ll do almost anything to complete a map.  I’m kinda silly that way.

I managed to get to the gallery without incident or encounter, and found myself standing at the entrance.  The tunnel had no ledge opening out to the gallery, it was just a narrow crack in the wall about 16 meters over the lava, a crack too small for me to get through in Djinn form. The wall of the gallery here sloped inward, so there was lava directly under me and extending a good 50 meters back.  I wouldn’t be able to leave using this tunnel without using Djinn form, I can’t climb an inverted wall without climbing gear and it was too high to jump up to, even with Feather Light.  So, to get out of the tunnel, I had to be in human form...but that wouldn’t be much of a problem

After making sure no guards were looking out over the lava lake, I dove out of the crack and changed form in midair, then immediately ascended along the gallery wall to get as high up a possible, so high the Salamanders couldn’t see me with their infravision. When I was up high enough, I took the time to equip my Djinn gear to raise my stats and hit points, given I might have to fight in Djinn form, and that included a pair of slender two-handed swords that I use as one-handed swords while a Djinn.  They fit my hands perfectly because I made them using blacksmithing, but I didn’t make anything super-expensive or awesome because of the possibility that I might lose them if I was killed by a player while in Djinn form.  But when I was up against monsters or NPCs, I wasn’t afraid to gear up.  And this would be one of those times.


Once I was ready, including casting several buff spells on myself, I flew out over the city.  It was built on a rock island in the center of the lava lake, like a plug or plume of basalt jutting out of the lava, and the Salamanders had built their entire city atop it.  The military HQ was on the far side of the city, sitting on a spar of sorts all by itself, and once I was directly over it, I pulled a shrink charm from my bag and used it, going from three meters tall to only about half a meter tall.  I then cast Invisilibility on myself, which would hide me from infravision, and descended down to look for a good place to enter through a window, looking for a room that had no Salamanders in it as high up as I could.  I knew the commander’s office would be at the top of the building, so I needed to enter as close to the top as possible.

That wasn’t easy.  I had to go down two floors from the top windows to find a room that wasn’t occupied, which looked to be a storage room of sorts holding boxes of supplies.  The room had no door, Salamanders didn’t believe in doors so few of their buildings had them, and I heard the clanking of metal armor outside the open passageway.  There was a guard stationed at just on the other side of the wall.


This was a job for a consumable.

I pulled it from my item storage, canceled my Invisibility spell, and activated the charm.  This was a staple consumable in the game, one of the biggest sellers.  It was an Improved Invisibility charm.  I turned invisible to all nonmagical forms of vision, including infravision, and was also protected from magical detection.  I buy the good charms, and the way these work is that I’ll stay invisible for a full game day, which is 30 hours, until I attack a monster, use a skill or spell, or use another consumable.   As long as I don’t do any of those things, I’ll stay invisible for a full day.  I have plenty of these charms, I never leave carrying less than twenty of them in my item storage, and I had seven left.  I used the other thirteen while I collapsed the tunnels.  Well, six now.

I have an invisibility spell, two actually, but the consumable is actually better.  The duration of both my spells depends on my Illusion skill, and the longest one, Improved Invisibility, lasts about 36 minutes at my current skill level, where the consumable’s effect is permanent until I break the effect.  And for what I was about to do, I couldn’t afford to stop every half hour and reapply invisilibility.


There was an important reason I used the shrink charm.  Salamanders are big, they’re wide, and the ceilings in a Salamander building aren’t high enough for me to slip over and past them with them carrying pikes and polearms, the weapons would snag on me.  The smaller I am as I move through the hallways of the building, the better chance I have to avoid coming into contact with a guard, which will alert them that an invisible spy is inside the building.  The fact that Salamander buildings don’t usually have doors is another important reason.  In Djinn form, I can slip between two guards standing vigil from above and get through the doorway much more easily.


Once I was sure of my invisibility, I rose up to the top of the arch leading out into the passage and advanced out into the hallway.  I’ve never been in this building before, so I slowly and carefully explored the hallways while staying as close to the ceiling as possible, making note of where every static guard station was located, as well as making note of where the ramps were; Salamanders had no legs, so they used ramps instead of stairs.  I then moved steadily up the building, exploring each floor to get an idea of what was there, having to dodge quite a few roaming patrols and move carefully past guards stationed at nearly every intersection.  When I moved up to the fourth floor, there were guards about every ten meters along the hallways, and the rooms here had doors.


This was it.  They wouldn’t put doors on these rooms unless what was in the rooms was either very valuable or the domain of someone with a lot of clout.


The problem, naturally, is that the rooms had doors.  I can’t easily open doors while shrunk, especially very large and heavy stone doors, so I was restricted to going up the lone passage on the floor and listening carefully at each door, trying to discern which ones were occupied and which ones were not.  I very nearly got hit by a guard as he moved the polearm he was holding, which spurred me to move on to the next door before I got exposed in a hallway holding enough guards to kill me in a matter of seconds.

But the entire thing turned out to be moot.  I found a ramp at the end of the passage with six guards stacked in front of it, wearing the livery of the Salamanders, which meant these were elite guards.  I carefully slipped past them from above and went up along the ceiling of the ramp, and found ten more guards at the top, barely visible in the ruddy light from the lava outside filtering in through a single tiny window at the top of the ramp.  There was a giant room beyond, visible through the open door.  It held a large table with pieces representing military units on the side, and in the center against the back wall, there was a large basalt desk behind which rested a Salamander wearing a highly ornate breastplate and pauldrons.

This was the office of the general of the Salamander armies!


If I was going to find information about the invasion of the eastern factions, I would find it in this room.  I couldn’t easily find it with the general of the armies right there in the room with me, but I could at least look around, so long as I was very careful.  I got right up against the ceiling and got directly over the table and found a large map of the Underdark there, encompassing most of Salamander and Ferro territory, with icons representing both Salmander and Ferro military units and positions.  I recognized it almost immediately, and saw that there were tunnels and lava chambers on this map I didn’t have on mine.  I was glad I was recording my A/V feed, it was going to come in handy.  I had to carefully move along the ceiling to get around a hanging chandelier of sorts holding a bunch of glowing orange crystals, which provided visible light in the room—you can’t read a map or a report with infravision—to avoid hitting the chain, then I dared to descend and flit along a rack holding rolled up pieces of leather which no doubt held the general’s other maps.  After counting them and looking for any labels on them that might tell me what each map was, and striking out, I again got up near the ceiling and floated over to the other side of the room.  The general had an armor stand there holding extra armor pieces and a weapon rack holding a typical Salamander’s pike, a bow, and a two handed sword.  Beside it was a tall cabinet of sorts, like an armoire, but I doubted it held clothes.  Salamanders don’t wear much in the way of clothes.  I’d bet that it held equipment.  I then carefully floated around and behind the Salamander’s desk, where two flags holding the standard of the Salamanders flanked a carved stone slab holding the likeness of the Salamander King.  I didn’t see anything interesting back there,  so I settled behind the bust of the king and hunkered down.  I was safest there, since it was elevated, out of the way, and I was behind something so I wouldn’t accidentally get hit.

All I had to do now was wait.


Patience may be a virtue, but it takes practice and willpower to be patient while staying absolutely silent and moving as little as humanly possible.  This was something that submariners did before the subjugation, training themselves to remain quiet and motionless when their sub was running silent, and it was a technique that I’d learned after many a stakeout like this during my time in this game.  For hours I remained quiet and unmoving—movement means sound—listening as the general remained quiet himself, reading a long series reports.  I could get glimpses of them from time to time from my perch, when the general moved the right way and his body was no longer blocking my line of sight.  The guards outside the room made no sound, and since the general had no visitors, there was no conversation.  But then, finally, he moved.  I watched his serpent lower body shift to the side and move towards the map table, go past it, and pull a map out of the rack and bring it back to his desk.  He didn’t open it, he just put it aside and went back to reading his reports.

And then it was another hour of silence.


But finally, finally, something happened.  A Salamander that looked to be an officer slithered into the room, and since the guards let him in, he was obviously allowed to be here.  “A report, General,” he said in Salamander after he saluted.


“Speak, Captain.”


“The work parties have reached the cave-in site and have begun work to clear the debris.  They estimate it will take fifteen to twenty days to complete the clearing operation.”


“Put our soldiers on the details with them,” the general ordered.  “We are on a timetable, Captain.  That tunnel has to be clear in eight days.”


“I will inform the Major,” he replied.

“What news on the search for the saboteur?”


“Our agents in the Free City report that no human has entered in the last eight days.  The saboteur is either still on his way there, he is in a disguise, or he avoided the Free City and is taking another route back to Freeport.”


“Order our master of spies to stack as many of our mercenaries as he can into every tunnel leading back to human territory,” he ordered.  “And inform them that the reward for his death will be the equal weight of his head in adamantite.” 


“Yes, General,” he acknowledged.


“Relay my orders, Captain.”


“At once, General,” he said.  He saluted again, then turned and slithered out of the room, going back down the ramp.


Well, it sounded like it was a good thing I didn’t go straight back to Freeport.  They were going to try to stop me from reaching the city.  And since I’d fought several skirmishes with Salamander patrols, they knew it was a human that had sabotaged their tunnels.  That meant I had to go a different way to get out of the Underdark…northeast.  I could exit the Underdark in the Erudian Forest, then travel to the scion at the edge of Lake Salaborne.  From there, it would be about nine hours of travel back to Freeport through a combination of overland travel and using scions.


I waited to make sure the Captain wouldn’t return, then I slowly and carefully rose up from behind the bust and went back to the map on the table.  I descended enough to get a very good look at it and studied it again, studied it very carefully, because I wanted to make sure of my escape route without having to stop to refer to my own maps. I identified the tunnels I would have to take to reach the Erudian Forest, the exact route I would need to take that was on this map, and then I moved to return to my hiding spot behind the bust.


That slow flit turned into a dash when the general moved out from behind the desk and went over to the other side of the room, and picked up his pike.  He then moved towards the entrance to the room, and I watched him carefully.  But instead of leaving the room, he came to a stop squarely in font of the entrance and slid around to face the room.  “Guards,” he said in a loud voice, “do not let anything or anyone leave this room.  There is an invisible spy somewhere within it.  Verass, Zarga, search the room,” he ordered.  “Everyone else, block the door, tightly enough that he can’t slip by us.”

Two of the guards entered without answering, brandishing their pikes.  The rest got shoulder to shoulder behind the general, forming a veritable wall.

Well…crap.  I looked around quickly, looking for somewhere very small to hide, but that wouldn’t work here. They’d stick their pikes into any hole in the room, and if it did damage, it would break my invisibility spell.  I had to get myself to the last place they would be rough, the last place they would think to check—the top of the general’s desk!  No way was he going to swipe all the general’s papers and reports onto the floor!


I moved from over the bust to the top of the desk, hovering with my feet just over the stone at the far left corner—Djinn never put their feet on a solid surface—and watched as the two guards split up and started their work.  One started at the map table and the other at the weapon rack.  I watched the closer one, then glanced down—


This was it!  The report I was here to find!  It was a report on the conditions of the tunnels in the Underdark along their planned route to the Smoking Mountains!


I’d been right!


But just seeing it wasn’t enough to complete the pop-up quest.  I had to retrieve it and take it back to Freeport to get the reward.  There was no window in this room, but there was one just outside the room on the left.  I just had to find some way to get the report and get to that window without losing my head.


I thought furiously as the two guards continued to search the room, jabbing or slashing their pikes into every conceivable hiding place I might be, trying to come up with some plan to filch the report and not die trying to get out.  But I came up with nothing by the time the guard reached the desk.  I was almost stunned when he took hold of the edge of the desk, then toppled it over backwards!  I barely reacted in time, forced to fly backwards to prevent the desk from hitting me, then I dropped down behind the desk as the guard jabbed and slashed his pike along the floor where the desk had been, but my eyes were scanning quickly along the leather pages.  The page on top would most likely be at the bottom of the pile now, closest to the desk.  I got right up against the top of the desk, now on its side, and almost felt my heart skip a beat when I saw the report!  And was I ever lucky, the tipped desk hid me from the view of everyone but the guard that tipped over the desk!

This was my chance!


I quickly sent all my gear back to item storage, shifted back to human form, canceling my invisibility, dispelled the shrink charm’s effect, then snatched up the report and stuffed it into my Bag of Carrying so fast it was nearly a blur.  I then grabbed as many of the other leather pages as I could, held them under my arm, and then put my hand on the top of the heavy stone desk.  I then surged forward pushing the desk, causing a shout of alarm from the Salamanders, and barely avoided getting my leg chopped off by the pike of the guard that overturned the desk.  I leaned down just as the pike of the general burst through the desk, barely centimeters from my ear, then used Feather Light on my boots to vault up and over the desk.  I knew where the general was standing and where the archway of the opening into the room was, so I carefully measured my jump so I’d go just under that archway.


I landed with my feet on the upper chest of one of the guards behind the general, who had a startled expression on his face.  I gave him a mocking salute as I shifted my weight, and then vaulted off his chest and right through that tiny window.  I saw a Salamander poke his head out the window as I plummeted towards the lava below, and he gave a shout when I landed on the surface, losing a couple of the leather pages that incinerated when they hit the lava—the pages in my arms were under the proection of Lucilia’s charm—then turned and dashed across the surface towards the closest tunnel I could reach to get out of the main gallery, to get out of sight of the Salamanders so they wouldn’t know which way I was going.  I wasn’t stupid enough to go straight for the tunnel leading in the direction I wanted to go.  Several alarm gongs stared sounding in the city behind me, and a heavy missile hit the lava about three meters behind me and to the right, fired from a ballista.  I started a gentle zigzagging pattern so I wasn’t an easy target as missiles all but rained down on me, one very nearly hitting me.  I managed to get to the far wall of the gallery, then vaulted without breaking stride and dove into a small crack in the gallery wall, which was a tunnel leading away from the gallery chamber.

I paused only long enough to stuff the other materials I’d taken from the general’s desk into my Bag of Carrying, then dashed away.  I’d taken the time to memorize the map in the general’s office, so I moved with confident certainty, vaulting up onto a ledge along the tunnel and turning into a new one, then sliding to a stop at a chimney and jumping up into it, climbing upwards.  I stopped and crawled into a small opening coming off the chimney, and had to resort to another shrink charm to navigate the tiny passage.  That got me to a wide tunnel that sloped upwards, which held a Salamander patrol that shouted in alarm from downslope and started after me.  I only had to run up about two hundred meters before I turned into a narrow, jagged opening that looked like a crack in the rock, having to wriggle through it and losing some skin in the process, and getting into a curve just as the pike heads started driving into the opening.  I followed that tunnel for nearly a kilometer, nearly losing more skin in a few places, and I struggled out of it in a wide, upward sloping lava tube.

This was the passage that would take me to the Erudian Forest.  And what was more important, I was now outside the perimeter of the collapsed tunnels.


I’d gotten away.  The vast majority of the Salamander forces were trapped inside the cave-in area.  I might run into an isolated patrol that was cut off from the city, but they wouldn’t know who I was or what I was carrying.  I’d done it.  I took a deep, cleansing breath and started up the tunnel, relaxing just a tiny bit…but not enough for me to not be keenly aware of everything around me.  I had to get these reports to Merria as soon as possible, so King Gerin would have the hard evidence he’d need to present to the Amber Shire faction leaders to convince them that they were being targeted for invasion.  Now, I had to get as far away from Salamander territory as possible before I logged out, because the Salamanders would be moving while I wasn’t in the game, and they’d know that I was heading for the surface by using this tunnel; it was the shortest direct route to the surface from their territory.  I very well may log back in to find them completely surrounding my cabin.  So, the objective now was to get as close to the surface as possible before logging out.

It was a risk, but one I’d have to take.  I took out a light crystal, set it on the ground, then shifted into Djinn form and picked it up after equipping the gear I had for the form.  I’d need as much health as possible in case I was ambushed by a monster on the way out.  I then flew up the tunnel, going as fast as I dared, understanding that the light was a beacon for every predator in the tunnel and every side tunnel, and my reduced range of vision would let them get very close to me before I’d see them.  I was much more vulnerable like this, but I needed it for the increased movement speed flying granted me.  Right now, getting out of the Underdark was far more important, for one simple reason.  The Underdark was a place where all routes were predictable.  With me being in this tunnel, the Salamanders knew exactly where I was going.  On the surface, I could go in any direction, which would allow me to much more easily escape Salamander pursuers.

But I did spare a moment of prideful satisfaction.  I’d managed to steal the report, and did it without getting myself killed.
