
Savar was a woman of her word, at least within reason.


When I logged in after work the next day, there was no friend request or group invite within two seconds, because I actually have those features set so that only I can initaite them in my player options.  That prevents people from spamming me with group invites or friend requests.  But what I did get was a page knocking on the door as soon as I logged on, and when I answered it, he handed me over a dozen letters.  That was in-game mail.  I looked through them, finding that most of them were just random players that read my forum post sending me notes of encouragement in game, but one was from Savar.  It said send me a friend request.  Yours is set to invite only.  I’ll invite you to a group as soon as I accept it.  You’ll be joining a group of the four champions from my faction, we’ve grouped up to take on that sea giant raid.

I didn’t hesitate.  I brought up the social window from my character menu and sent her a friend request, and it was accepted immediately.  That meant that she was online.  I changed my settings to allow group requests from friends, and seconds later, I received a group request from Savar.


I did hesitate a second or two before accepting it.  But I did.


For the first time in my game life, I was in a group.  There were four other members in the party, and their names and stat bars appeared on the upper left side of my field of vision, like a heads-up display, as well as a real-time image of their face.  I’d never grouped before, but I’d watched streams of other players to know that group members could talk to each other on a dedicated “channel” that only they could hear, and they could be anywhere in the Twin Worlds and hear their group chat.  “Welcome to the world of grouping, Xen,” Savar said in human Common, the her face on her icon giving me a bright smile.  “Since you’ve never grouped before, it’s kinda like talking to someone on your friend list.  You’ve done that before, right?”


I had.  I oriented myself to using the group channel and “spoke” my reply, which was actually more like using my jack to communicate with a computer.  What I would say would go to the group channel, and my facial expressions on my player icon in their group list would animate.  I could control that face, the way Savar had to give me a dazzling smile.  That way, I could separate what I said aloud from what I said to my group, and kept people from hearing what the group was saying, which was an important tactical advantage in PvP when groups fought each other.  “Yeah, I have an IRL friend on my friend list,” I told her.  “I kinda had to, she works in my company.  She could punch me if I declined.”


That made all four of them laugh.  I’d met the halfling champion, Meldo, but I’d never met the Joradim or the Vissanu champions before.  The Joradim’s head was bull-like, like a minotaur or an Ogravian, with reddish brown fur, black eyes, and onyx colored horns that had gold bands on them as decorations.  The Vissanu had a snake-like head and face with mottled brown scales, wearing a chain mail cap.  The names listed on my group icons were Bullox and Sandscale….Bullox.  I wondered if he knew what that meant.

“What languages do you speak?” Savar asked.  “We need a common language for everyone to use.”


“I speak all player languages,” I said modestly.


“Alright, we’ll use elvish since we’re going to a wood elf village, then, okay?”


“Works for me,” I said in fluent elvish.


When Bullox talked, I was sure he did, because he spoke in the elvish language with a British accent.  “Nice to finally meet you, mate,” he told me.  “Savar thinks you’re the best thing ever, Emelda hates your guts with a passion that borders on holy, and both of those opinions tell me you’re okay.”


I had to laugh.  “Thank you,” I said easily.


“I’ve been keeping tabs on what you’ve done, Xen, and I gotta say, you’ve been impressive,” Sandscale told me.  “I wasn’t sure a solo player could handle something like this, but you proved me wrong.  You’ve advanced the Grand Crusade further than any other server on Terra, which means Methrian is in the lead.  You’re alright.”


“Well, I’ve had plenty of time to work on it,” I said modestly.


“But you’ve finished the quests, Xen.  As a solo player.  That demands respect,” he said with a kind look.  His snake face made showing emotion kind of hard.


“Well, thanks,” I said.


“Okay, guys, we’ve gotta get together.  Who’s where, so we can pick the best place?”


“If you don’t mind a suggestion, everyone can just come to the Citadel,” I said.  “There’s a scion in the Smoking Mountains, right along the border with the forest, and we can use that to get to Evarin.  It’ll only take a couple of hours after everyone gets to Citadel.”


“How are we going to do that?” Bullox asked.


“I have Teleport, and I can reach any other scion I’ve used before from the Nexus Scion here on Citadel.  I have the Nexus Scion marked, so I can get us all back up here once we’re done.  I guess you’ll be on your own to get back home from here once we’re done.”


“Holy—you have Teleport?” Meldo asked in surprise.


“I’ve had it a while, I just didn’t have the skill to learn it,” I laughed.  “I finally got the skill up high enough a few days ago.  One way being solo is an advantage is I get to keep all the loot, Meldo, even stuff I don’t need or can’t use right away.”


“Wow.  Never thought of that,” he mused.  “Is your Scribing skill high enough to scribe the spell onto a tradeable scroll?”


“Not yet, but when it is, yes, you’ll get a copy,” I promised.  “At cost.”

He gave me a smile that almost eclipsed the sun.


“I think we can all spring for a crystal to get up there,” Bullox said easily.  “So let’s all meet at the Citadel scion.”


It took us about two hours to gather because the others had to make their way to a major scion, time I used to practice my Bow skill in Djinn form up on my roof garden.  When everyone got up here, I met them at the stone dais holding the scion on Citadel.  Bullox was nearly as tall as my Djinn form, Sandscale was a little shorter then me, and Meldo came up to my thigh.  From their gear, I could tell that Bullox was a heavily armored tank archetype, with his plate mail armor and Champion’s weapons being a very large shield strapped to his back and a stout one handed axe at his belt.  Sandscale was also a melee type, wearing chain mail and carrying a scimitar made of obsidian glass from the looks of it and a small buckler shield. Meldo was a caster archetype, which I already knew, who probably knew some healing spells.  With Savar to serve as a ranged attacker with her Champion’s bow, that gave us a very well-balanced group.  “Alright, the closest scion to Evarin I know of and I’ve been to before is the one in the Smoking Mountains,” I said.  “Does anyone know of one that’s closer?”

“Nope,” Bullox said, and the others concurred.


“Then that saves us having to use a scion crystal.  If everyone’s ready to go, we can get moving,” I offered.


I got to finally use Teleport with a group, taking us to the scion in the Smoking Mountains, which was in a steep valley between two active volcanoes.  There was a lava flow behind the platform holding the scion, but it didn’t cover the path leading up to the scion.  That path connected to a road that wound through the mountains, connecting the northwest edge of the Luran Forest with the northeast edge of the Kaldion Desert.  We started out at a brisk walk, Bullox carrying Meldo on his shoulder so the halfling could keep up.  I listened to the others chat, not saying very much myself, feeling them out and getting a handle on this very new thing for me…grouping.  They were all guilded, knew each other very well, and were talking about some quest they did to help another of their Champion guildmates last night, before they were summoned back to their home cities to do this quest.  I amused myself as we walked by keeping an eye on the surrounding hillsides, the casual alertness I’d come to practice at all times, honed from months, years way out in the hinterlands.

But the conversation came back to me.  “If you don’t mind, Xen, can I see what your swords look like?” Bullox asked.  “They’re one of the most unique weapon models I’ve ever seen.”


I drew one of my blades and held it out so they could see it, the blade glowing with that reddish-black nimbus.  “They’re called the Soulblades of Shatra Sha,” I told him.  “I have not regretted choosing them one bit,” I added with a chuckle.


“Elegant,” Sandscale said with a nod.  “Which one-shot effect do they have?’


“Vorpal.”


“Mine does as well,” he nodded, patting the hilt of his scimitar.


“The one on mine is called Dragon’s Bite,” Bullox said.  “It can go off when I shield slam something.”


“Ah, so the shield is the primary weapon in your set,” I noted.


He nodded.  “I’m a tank, so a shield was the obvious choice.  But the axe does have a proc and its own special ability, called Rend Armor, so it’s definitely not an afterthought.”

“Your buckler like that?” I asked Sandscale.


He nodded.  “It doesn’t have a proc effect, but it does has a special ability.”  He put it on his arm, then blades snapped out from around the edges, surprising me a bit.  “It’s very useful.”


“So I see,” I said with an approving nod.

About half an hour later, as we started down a long slope towards the visible Luran Forest between two towering volcanoes, we happened across a group of NPCs.  They were firescale sabax, a reptilian NPC race that lived in the mountains.  The others formed up and prepared for possible fighting, as did the sabax, but I stepped out from the group and put my arms out.  “Don’t raise your weapon to me, Sinvadra,” I called in Sabaxan.


“Xen?  Xen, what do you do traveling with these enemies of my people?” he demanded, pointing his spear at the others.


“An alliance of necessity,” I answered him.  “I vow that they will cause you no trouble. I will keep them on this path and escort them out of your lands.”


The red-scaled reptilian gave me a look, then lifted his spear and grounded the butt.  “I will accept your word, friend,” he declared.  “Stand down,” he said to his troops.


“What brings you this far south, Sinvadra?” I asked as the others returned their weapons to their scabbards.


“Salamanders,” he spat.  “They’ve started to come out of the volcanoes on the north side of our territory.  The Chief sent us down here to see if they were invading the southern marches as well.”


“Salamanders?” I said in surprise.  “How many?  Scouts, or raiding parties?”


“Many, and mostly scouts.  They seem to be studying the mountains, searching for passes and pathways.”


That fit what I already knew.  I knelt down in front of him and pulled out my scrolltube.  “Let me get a map, friend, and you can show me where you’ve seen them.”


“Xen?” Savar called.


“Stay back there and give us a minute,” I called in elvish.  “They’ve seen Salamanders scouting the mountains, I want to know where they were.” I switched back to Sabaxan.  “My companions have had run ins with the Salamanders as well, Sin, that’s why we’re here,” I told him.  “Their chiefs sent them here to investigate things, and my chief ordered me to help them.  After all, I know these mountains well, and am a friend of the Sabaxi.  It would benefit all of us for you to show me where the Salamanders have been spotted.”

“Are they about to invade?”


“We believe so,” I nodded.  “We believe they are in league with a human kingdom from across the sea to invade Arcavia.  You should warn Chief Sivansik and get your females and hatchlings to the high passes that the Salamanders can’t easily reach.”


“I will do so, friend Xen,” he said as I pulled out a map and unrolled it.  It was of the Smoking Mountains, and it was very accurate.  “They’ve mostly been seen here, along the Firecrag Pass,” he said, pointing with a clawed, scaly finger at a long pass on the nothern side of the mountains that ran east to west.  “They move in small groups and avoid our warriors, which tells us they are scouts.  Normally, Salamanders would attack.”


“A wise assumption,” I agreed.  “Any further south than this?”


“Not yet, but they seem to be searching for passes to the south and west from the crag.  Since they don’t have legs, they can’t use some of the more common passes that we do.”


“That fits what we’ve learned,” I told him.  “We believe the Salamanders are going to split into two forces.  One will attack the Luran Forest and the other will cross the Kaldion Desert, while their human allies attack the western side of the Amber Shire’s territory.  That will prevent the forest-dwellers from coming to the aid of the Amber Shire, and pincer the Amber Shire forces, attacking them from both sides.”


“I can see the advantage of it,” he nodded in agreement.  “So they are searching for the passes that will lead them here and into the desert.”


“We believe so,” I told him.  “If your Chief wills it, he can use that information against them.  He will know where their scouts are going.”

The sabax gave me a predatory smile.  “We can ambush them,” he said.


“The Sabaxi are brave and mightly warriors,” I said with a pleasant smile.


“We will take your words to the Chief, friend Xen,” he said as I rolled up my map, then we stood up.  I took his wrist.


“I will conduct these outsiders out of Sabaxi territory and ensure they cause no trouble,” I assured him.  “But we may return this way to report back to our chiefs once our mission is complete.  If we do, I promise to keep them on the road and away from your villages.”

“I will warn our sentries,” Sinvadra nodded.


I stepped aside, the motioned at the others to do the same.  They did so, getting out of the way of the unit of sabaxi, who marched past them and headed up the path, back into the mountains.  The others stepped up to me as we watched the sabaxi leave.


“What did they say?” Savar asked.


“The Salamanders are looking for passes to get both down here and into the desert,” I answered.  “I told Sinvadra what they were doing, and he’s going to suggest to his leader that their warriors ambush the Salamander scouts to keep them from reporting back.  After all, they know where they’re going.”


“That’s clever,” Bullox chuckled.


“I didn’t know that they were a faction you could befriend,” Sandscale said.


“They are, but the way to earn rep with them is fairly well hidden,” I answered.  “If you can find the Sabaxan language tutor, you can start the rep quests with them.  He gives the first one out.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised.  Savar said that you’ve explored the game world more than anyone else on the server,” Meldo chuckled.

“I have tons of friends, Meldo.  They’re just all NPCs,” I said mildly.


It took us another hour to reach the wood elf village of Evarin, skirting the edge of the Luran Forest first along the foothills of the Smoking Mountains, then along the edge of the dry grassland that bordered the Kaldion Desert.  Evarin was right on the edge of the forest, a fairly large fishing village just inside Silver Blade territory.  Each of us had a letter of introduction sent with us by our leaders, and when we reached the village, we presented them to the guards that blocked our entry at an archway that marked the border of every wood elf village or town.  “We are ordered to provide you with hospitality,” the guard said in elvish, in a grumbling voice.  “But make no trouble in our village, outsiders.  The innkeeper has been ordered to provide you with rooms and meals at no cost while you are here.  The inn is right there,” he said, turning and pointing to a high-roofed building built against the side of a massive tree.


“Thank you, noble guard,” Savar told him in elvish.  “We’re supposed to meet Kade here,” she said as we walked into the village.


“Who’s that?” I asked.


“He’s the Ursok champion,” she answered.  The Ursok were one of the four races of the Silver Blade, and they were best described as really tall, burly bear-like humanoid creatures, probably inspired by the Haumda from the Confederation.  They were the big and powerful race on the Silver Blade faction.  The other three races in the faction weren’t very big, with the wood elves, an elf-like race a little taller than them called the Spriggen, and an even smaller race called Pixies.  But in this game, size wasn’t everything.  Spriggen were nasty because of their racial abilities, and Pixies were even worse.  Spriggen were tricksters who had illusion powers, but were also formidable fighters, representing the “balanced” races in their faction along with the wood elves, and Pixies were the magical powerhouse race in the faction.  Like the halflings, the smallest race in their faction held their most powerful magicians.


“In your guild?” I asked, and Savar nodded.  “So, what about the champions from the Golden Crusaders?  Are they going to work with us, or what?”


“Nope,” Meldo replied.  “Emelda and Strongbow refused to group with you.  That’s the wood elf that was in on Emelda’s plot,” he supplied.  “The spriggen and pixie champions are in Seva’s Band, so they’ll have their own group.  The rest of Emelda’s guild will be here with her group, and I think several from Seva’s Band are going to help their champions , so we’ll have three different groups here doing this.”


“Any of your guild coming to help?” I asked.


Savar nodded.  “Quite a few of them are,” she told me.  “We had thirty two people say they’d come help with the quest, and they’re on their way now.  We should have the largest raid here, so I doubt the others will bother us.  We can steamroll them if they try.”


“I just hope everyone remembers that the sea giants are the enemies,” I grunted.


Kade was indeed in the inn, and he was just as big as Bullox.  He had an absolutely gigantic warhammer sitting beside him, his Champion weapon, which looked truly frightening.  It was nearly as tall as I was.  He wore plate mail armor over his brownish-black fur, and was sitting in a chair way too small for him, a tankard of ale in front of him.  “Hey guys,” he called in elvish, waving.  “I see you brought the solo guy.”


“The solo guy has a name, Kade,” Savar corrected primly, switching to elvish.  “Kade, this is Xen.  Xen, this is Kade,” she introduced.  Seconds later, he joined the group, and then the group was incorporated into a raid holding 27 other members.  We sat down at his table, and a pretty wood elf barmaid scurried over and took our orders as I listened to what was now raid chat, as people were saying they were on their way to Evarin.


The raid window was different from the group window.  It only showed the group leaders of the other four groups in the raid, but I could change that to see the other raid members’ status bars.  I opted to hide the other group leaders’ bars as well; I wasn’t a healer, so I didn’t need to know about the status of the other members of the raid.  The raid had its own comm channel, so I now had normal speech, group chat, and raid chat to manage.  When someone spoke in raid chat, an icon of their face with their name under it appeared in the bottom right corner of my field of view, and then that face in the small window spoke.  If more than one person was speaking at a time, they lined up along the bottom right of my field of view.


This was getting a touch confusing.


“He’s already been helpful, he got us past a Sabaxi war party,” Bullox chuckled.  “Turns out it’s an NPC faction, and he has rep with them.”


“Any activity yet?” Savar asked.


“Nothing yet,” Kade answered.  “I don’t think it’s going to trigger until enough of us who have the quest are here,” he speculated.  “So maybe two or three more and we might get some action.  Did you see Emelda or Strongbow?”


“Are they here?”


He nodded.  “I’d stay from them if I were you,” he said, looking at me.  “Emelda blames you for the Dragon Knights breaking up, and she’d kill you in real life if she knew your address.”


“The takes a game way too seriously type?” I asked.


“Oh yeah,” he nodded.  “When we finish the quest, I suggest you disappear quick.  She’ll be gunning for you the instant the quest completes.”

“I have a plan for that,” Savar said.  “Just to warn you, Xen, I may suddenly drop group and attack you.”


“Why?”


“Because if you take damage from another Champion, you don’t count as credit towards the mount quest,” she answered.  “And if I attack you first, you lose your champion point to me if you die.  And I’ll just give it back to you by letting you kill me.  It robs Emelda of any victory she may get by going after you.”


“That’s pretty damn clever,” I chuckled in admiration.  “Alright, I won’t hold it against you if I suddenly get an arrow in my butt.”


“I’ll be gentle,” she winked.


The others laughed.  “Savvy’s definitely one of our most clever guildies,” Kade said in appreciation.


“If Emelda does go after me, just let me deal with her.  I have a plan,” I said mildly.


“Alright.” Bullox said calmly.


The inn quickly started to fill up with Savar’s guildmates, coming to help us do the quest, and while I was pleasant enough to them as I was introduced, I didn’t feel all that comfortable around them.


I met the other two champions in my faction, though.  Both were in Savar’s guild, and they arrived with the guild’s leader.  The dwarf champion had embraced the icons of dwarves in lore, wearing plate armor and with his Champion’s weapon being an axe and a shield, and the Jagaara champion wore leather armor and carried a long-bladed spear as his Champion’s weapon.  The dwarf champion was named Braggan, and the Jagaara champion was named Hinasa, hinting that the player behind him was Japanese.  “So you’re the guy that’s caused so much trouble,” Braggan grinned at me through his bright red beard.  “Nice to meet ya, Xen.  I’m Braggan.”


“I read your post on the forums,” the Jagaara told me.  “I had no idea that you do what you do like that.  I thought you just didn’t like to raid.  Lots of solo players just don’t like to do group stuff.”

“I’ve never done it before, but I’m not against it.  I’m actually curious to see how this goes,” I replied.  “But, keep in mind that I’ve never been in a group before.  If I run off on my own, it’s because I’m kinda used to doing things my own way.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” the guild leader chuckled.  He was a Drakkin, wearing a mixture of chain and plate armor and with an iconic Drakkin crossbow slung under one wing.  His name was Felik, I remembered seeing it in the raid window when I looked it over.  “Just keep an eye on things and listen for my commands, and I think you’ll do just fine.  When I speak in raid chat, you’ll know.”


“Alright,” I said, sitting back down beside Savar.  The guild leader turned a chair around and joined us, along with Braggan and Hinasa.  More players entered, and more, and even more, until the place was almost standing room only.  “Those from the other raids?” I asked.


“Some.  Some are just people coming to get in on the action,” Felik answered.  “Here lately, when word gets out there’s a Grand Crusade quest going on, people come to it to watch or help, to try to get in on it.  I can’t blame them, I’m overjoyed that I get to participate in the Grand Crusade by helping our guilded champions,” he said with an honest smile.  “I can’t blame other people for wanting to get in on the fun too.”


“So, the giants are going to run into a sizable force, and not just us,” I said, then I chuckled.  “Good.”


“They’re gonna help, no doubt,” Felik nodded.  “We just gotta hope they don’t get underfoot.”


“I’m sure they’ll be careful.  And it’s a good thing so many players want to get in on it.  I have the feeling that the Grand Crusade is going to end in a large-scale battle, and we’ll need every player we can get our hands on to fight for our side.”


“We figure the same thing,” Kade nodded in agreement.  “That’s why Felik put out a general call to arms of all players on the forums, warning people that we might have one of those huge battles like the orc invasion last year, and people should start preparing for it.”


“That orc battle was so awesome, people almost can’t wait to do another one like that,” Braggan said brightly.


“Were you in that fight, Xen?” Felik asked.


“Yeah, but I was there solo,” I answered.  “I did have a lot of fun, though.  It was totally epic.”


“Yes it was,” Savar agreed.


“With the Citadel being unlocked, people are gonna show up to this battle much better skilled than the orc invasion,” Meldo chuckled.  “Everyone I know is going nuts trying to gear up and grind skills to get to where they can adventure on Citadel.  Everyone wants that awesome Citadel gear.”


“There’s some pretty good gear up there for sale with the NPCs, but the merchant barons have already cornered the market on it,” Braggan grunted.  “They’re marking it up so high, I don’t think anyone’s gonna buy it.  Not when guilds are saving money to buy guild headquarter buildings in the city.”


“Glad we already bought ours,” Kade said with a smile.


Kade was correct, it turned out.  We heard the warning horns about two hours later, when the last of the champions who had the quest got to the village, the spriggen and pixie champions.  We hurried out to see dozens of giants walking out of the ocean about three hundred meters east of the docks, way too many for me to have been able to finish this by myself.  It was indeed going to take a raid to do this, but given there were now about 200 players in the village, those giants were about to have a bad day.


“Alright, they’re here!  Let’s form up!” Felik called over raid chat.  “We have to fight them as far from the coast as we can, or they’ll just retreat into the water and throw boulders at us!  Valder, Goil, your groups stay at the docks to protect against them trying to come into the village from the coast  Meldo, take command of the magicians.  Bullox, get the tanks formed up, archers form up on Savar.  Warriors, on Kade.”

I wasn’t entirely sure what I was supposed to do, so I moved up to where the Ursok was, his massive warhammer in his hands, along with Sandscale and several other raid members carrying melee weapons.  Bullox moved in front of us with six equally big players, all equipped with shields, and formed a line.  I took out a growth crystal…and was surprised that nobody else was doing the same.  Didn’t they know about them?


Wait.  They didn’t want to be big so the casters and archers had an unimpeded line of sight on the giants.


Okay, that was one way they’d do things differently than I would.  I’d use the crystal to make myself the same size as the giants so I could fight them more effectively.  So, I supposed we were going to just go after their legs and let the magicians and archers hit them.


The other raids and random players formed up around us, and we formed a wall of steel to keep the giants from getting into the village.  And the giants wasted no time, they rushed our position as soon as they had enough to do it.


That was way too dumb, I realized.  Why attack from the coast when they could come right up out of the water into the village?


It was a diversion.  Felik told two groups to stay at the docks to watch for any giants coming ashore in the village, and he was right.  That was where the main fight was going to be.


“It’s a decoy,” I said to myself, then repeated it, louder.  “They’re a decoy.  The main force is going to attack the docks!”  I turned and rushed away from the line, passing the magicians—Emelda among them, who glared hotly at me as I ran by—heading for the dozen or so players standing at the edge of the docks.  I heard the giants engage the line behind me, but my eyes were on the water past the docks of the village.  And sure enough, I started to see swells and distortions in the water that had nothing to do with waves.

Lots of distortions.  There were twice as many giants coming from the water than there were on land!


I didn’t hesitate, and I didn’t stop.  I ran down the dock and then vaulted off, landing on the surface of the water, drawing my swords as I tried to get into position.  When they came up, their heads would be above the water, and I’d have a free shot at them since Feather Light let me walk on water.


I was right on both counts.  The lead giant’s head came up out of the water as he walked up the slope of the sea floor, and I was almost in pefect position.  I ran right by him with a sword out, the point low, and he stiffened and fell forward and back under the water when I slashed my sword right through his left eye and along the side of his head, my blade going through his skull and hitting brain.  I diverted to go after another rising giant before the first one went back under, and he shrieked in pain and then fell backwards into the water when I thrust both swords down into his face and put out both of his eyes.  The downward angle of my blow made me miss his brain, but enough of my blades into into his head to just ruin his nasal passages, the blades coming through the roof of his mouth and piercing his tongue and upper neck.


“They’re coming in from the water!” I heard someone scream.


Suddenly, I was surrounded by giants, arrows, and spells.  The ranged attackers were going after the giants as they tried to reach the shore, and I was the only warrior among them.  My footing got treacherous as the giants roiled the water, as they sped up to try to reach the docks before the players could divert forces to intercept them.  I had their attention, them swinging at me with clubs, hammers, and axes, because with me on top of the water I could get at their heads and necks.  I rolled forward and to the side to avoid a club smashing into the water, trying to crush me, then was up and lunging forward, slashing my sword across his shoulder, missing his neck.  The giant staggered back and tripped when an arrow hit him in the face and then exploded—an arrow Ancient Skill, Explosive Shot—and I pivoted and went after a giant that had just been nailed by a fireball, his hair flash-dried and now on fire, and trying to dunk himself to put it out.  He saw me coming and took a swing at me even as he ducked down, but I jumped up over his club and activated Sword Blitz, which caused me to charge through the air right at his face.  I scored the blitz hit and then two more hits with my basic Sword skill, then went for broke by using Doom Blade.  My gamble paid off, because I hit him in the neck, very nearly taking his head off.  The blow killed him instantly.

I love the vorpal effect on my swords!


The dead giant fell under the water as I turned and charged down a giant that got behind me, who had reached the edge of the dock.  He smashed it with his club, shattering it, and continued to bash on it as he advanced up towards the shore.  But he didn’t make it, a huge explosion going off in front of him, and he was lifted up out of the water.  I had to scramble to the side to keep him from landing on me as he slammed back into the water, sending up a huge wave that knocked me off my feet and caused me to roll across the surface of the water.

“Xen, it’s too dangerous out there!” Felik called over raid chat.  “Join the forces at the dock and let them come to you!”


“I’ll be there in a minute, I have a plan to slow them down,” I answered back as I sheathed one blade, pulling a crystal out of my Bag of Carrying, then crushing it in my hand, activating it.  I then slammed my dust-covered hand against the surface of the water, and that set off the crystal’s effect.  Under my hand, ice quickly formed and then spread out, freezing nearly a meter down and going so fast it froze waves in mid-crash.  It swept over the legs and waists of the giants lumbering towards the docks, extending out to its full effect of fifty meters, freezing the closest giants to the shore in place for a critical few seconds that would give the others more time to get ready for them, as well as creating a physical barrier for the giants behind, forcing them to break the ice out of their way or try to climb on top of it.

That crystal was a Lucilia special, and it cost me a thousand gold.  But the effect made it worth every gold coin.


“Hit the ice with lightning!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.  “Use lightning!”


“I’ll hit you!” someone shouted back.


“Don’t worry about me!  Hit it!”


One of the mages engaged with the giants did as I asked.  A brilliant bolt of lightning raged from a line of robed casters and hit the ice, which conducted through it and electrocuted all the giants trapped within it.  My immunity to lightning protected me, arcs of it dancing around my legs as I ran back to the shore and got up onto the dock as more lances of lightning raked over the ice..

I joined other melee types at the dock, and a few moments later, we got to do something. We met the giants as they came ashore, holding the line and keeping them from getting past the ruined dock.  We could only really attack their legs and lower bodies, but the archers and mages had clear lines of sight on their heads and chests.  I’d never fought with a healer behind me, and it was a bit of a strange feeling having those healing spells wash over me whenever a giant scored a hit on me.  I didn’t let it go to my head, continuing to fight with the caution that I usually held, always aware of my situation and the enemy…just now I had other players around me.  It was like the orc invasion again, a pitched battle along the coastline of the village and to the west of it, and I honestly had fun.

It took us nearly half an hour to push the giants back, until the survivors turned and ran into the water, quickly going under, and we watched for nearly five minutes to make sure they didn’t come back.  But I knew they wouldn’t when I saw the quest complete in my field of vision, telling me to report back to King Gerin and inform him of our success.


And with the quest complete, an entirely different danger faced me now…Emelda.  But I had a plan for that, and I activated it.  I took a small charm out of my Bag of Carrying as I moved carefully among the other players and ensured that I couldn’t see Emelda anywhere, and once I was in the perfect place, I wasted no time activating it.  The entire world seemed to shimmer and blur, and then everyone around me was like thirty meters tall.  The charm shrunk me, shrunk me down to about five centimeters high, so much that I dropped between a gap between two boards along the ruined dock and fell what to me was dozens of meters, landing on the surface of the water.


Shrink charm.  200 gold from Lucilia’s shop, and one of the most underestimated consumables in the game as far as usefulness went.  I knelt down as a giant wave went under me, lifting me up and making me fall back down to the water’s surface.  “Guys, where’s Emelda?” I asked in group chat.


“Looking for you,” Savar said.  “She’s near the docks.  I think she’s using Detect Player.”


“Damn.  I’m leaving the raid guys, I can shake her if I’m not grouped.  Just wait for me in the inn, and when Emelda leaves, I’ll come out of hiding and teleport you guys back to Citadel so you can head for your cities to turn in your quests.”


“Alright,” Savar said.  “We’ll wait for you.  Keep an ear out for me in friend chat, Xen.”


“Will do,” I replied, then I mentally commanded the game to remove me from the group and the raid.  The instant I was clear of them, I shifted into Djinn form, going from five centimeters tall to eight centimeters tall—defeating Detect Player—and was immediately swamped by a giant wall of water when the effect of Feather Light was removed from me.  I managed to swim back to the surface and got into the air, then rose up high enough to get above the swells of the waves.  I then used an Improved Invisility spell to further hide myself, and then nestled myself under the dock and moved east, staying out of sight and getting away from where Emelda would be looking for me.  Being that tiny meant that I was moving at a walk for a normal person, so it took me a few minutes just to get to the far side of the dock.  When I did, when I could get onto land, I rose up between the crack in two boards and rushed as fast as my Djinn flying power could go into the village, to seek out a mouse hole or other exceedingly tiny cubby that no normal sized person could possibly get into.  Beteeen Improved Invisilibility and the fact that Detect Player wouldn’t work on me, I was fairly confident I’d be able to evade Emelda once I was firmly entrenched in a tiny little hidey-hole.

“She’s still here, Xen, and she’s getting really mad,” Savar told me, with a bit of amusement.  “She’s on a flying disc, looking everywhere.  I hope you’re out of the village.”


“I am,” I assured her.  I can speak in friend chat in Djinn form, since that has nothing to do with me not being human and she already knows about my Djinn form, so I wasn’t worried about her seeing my face over friend chat.  “She should have realized that I wasn’t going to hang around once the quest was completed.”


“I think she was going to head you off before you could get out of the village,” she surmised.  “Wait, she’s going out over the water.”


“I’ve done that before,” I said lightly.  “It’s how I got away from her last time.  She knows I have Faerune, and she knows I have something that defeats detection spells like Detect Player.”

“Smart,” she said approvingly.


I looked back towards the dock, and I could see her.  She was up on one of her discs, moving slowly out over the water.  I raced—relatively speaking—up the dock and got to the first building at the edge of the docks, a fishmonger’s shop.  I watched her as she patrolled the water, casting several spells from the look of it—no doubt trying to find me with magic—then she turned and moved back over the land.  That incited me into going into the shop and tucking myself into a mouse hole behind the counter, which got me inside the wall.

I could hear her near-scream of frustration from where I was.


She was very persistent.  She stayed in the village for half an hour, well after everyone else except for Savar and her group left, and Savar kept me informed on what she was doing.  She searched the village building by building, even my own building, but she couldn’t find me.  she ultimately left the village on her hovering disc, moving in the direction of the scion, no doubt going to see if she could catch up to me since I’d given her the slip..


I scared the hell out of the group when I returned to my normal size in human form by their table, making Bullox nearly spill his ale, then he laughed brightly.  “Where did you come from?” he asked.


“Shrink charm.  One of the most useful consumables in the game,” I said with a smug smile.  “And a Non-Detection charm made sure she couldn’t find me with magic.  When you’re only this tall, there are tons of places you can hide where a normal sized person will never find you,” I said, holding my thumb and finger a little bit apart.  “Anway, you guys ready to head back to Citadel?”


“Sure am,” Meldo chuckled.  Savar invited me back into the group, and I accepted as the others stood up.


“Wait, I’ll drop group.  I can get back to Ursine faster from here.  See you guys later, and thanks,” he said, then he left the group and stood up, then stepped back away from us.


“Later, Kade.  Nice meeting you,” I told him, to which he nodded.


One Teleport spell to the Nexus Scion later, we were on the platform outside the city.  “Afraid from here, you guys are on your own,” I told them regretfully.  “This scion can take you to any other scion you’ve used before.  Since there’s a good chance you guys use scions I’ve never used, I can’t teleport to them.  I can only teleport to scions I’ve touched.”


“No worries, Xen, you saved us a good two hours of travel time getting back to the scion in the Smoking Mountains,” Bullox said.


The group broke up, and one by one, the others teleported using the scion, starting on their journeys to get back to their home cities to turn in the quests.  Savar waited until the others left, then she turned and gave me a smile.  “Did you enjoy being in a group for the first time?”


“It wasn’t bad at all,” I chuckled.  “And the raid was fun.  Are they all that exciting?”


“That one was boring compared the raids we do,” she winked.  “And I think Felik was pretty impressed by you.  If you asked to join the guild, he’d snap you up in a heartbeat.”


“Not anytime soon,” I chuckled.  “I’m gonna go with the solo thing for a while longer.”


“I know.  But when you’re ready, we’ll be here waiting for you.”


“I appreciate that, Savar,” I told her, bumping the back of my fist against hers.  “But for now, I’m glad that you’ll be waiting for me too.”


She gave me an odd, very pleasant look, then she smiled.  “Whichever of us gets a quest first, let’s do it together,” she offered.


“That’s a given,” I answered.  “I’m not sure what’s next.”


“Most likely you’ll get an active quest while the rest of us get a hurry up and wait quest.  Since our quest lines are dependent on you doing yours, we often do nothing but sit around waiting for you to advance the main questline.”


“I’ve had to wait myself.  I think some quests in my chain don’t come available until all the other champions complete certain steps in theirs.  We may all be sitting around waiting for the Netherim champions to do the quests that unlocks the next step in mine.”

“True,” she nodded.  “So, if we’re both waiting, how about we work on that Bow skill of yours tomorrow?”


“Don’t you have to help your guild with quests?”


“Nope, all the champions in my guild either just did ours or they have sit and wait quests.  That’s why I think you’ll get a quest when you get back to Freeport.”


“Here’s hoping.  Though, the idea of just spending a day hanging out with you sounds just as good.”


She gave me a wondrous smile.  “I’ll see you tomorrow, Xen.”


“Good luck,” I said.  She stepped into the scion, touched a spire with a crystal, and vanished.


I didn’t think much about it, heading back to Freeport to see if she was right.  I reported back to King Gerin, and when he congratulated me on a job well done, my quest completed.  I got a large chunk of XP—I took note of how much, I’d have to commit suicide to get rid of it later once I spent the XP I’d already had to get it down to that number—and I found that Savar was both right and wrong.  I was given a quest, but it was a ridiculously easy one I could complete by myself in an hour.

King Gerin was sending me out to negotiate with an NPC faction.  He knew I was in good standing with the Brownrock hakla, a “furry” race of bipedal canines that lived just outside Auger’s Ford, so he was sending me out to see if they’d agree to aid the faction against the Kanlon invasion.


That was damn smart, in my opinion.  There were quite a few NPC factions that very well may sign on to repel an invasion, especially if their own lands were directly threatened.  The hakla were formidable fighters, and for the last few months, relations between the Golden Lion faction and the hakla had been good..


I knocked that out without telling Savar, who logged off, most likely to eat dinner, and when I got back, I was given another quest, this one way more serious.  And this one would give me a reward, my fourth piece of Champion’s Raiment!  I was tasked to sail on one of the Kanlon rakers we captured when we raided their island base, and our mission was to find the routes the Kanlon were using to move their ships around the southern edge of the continent.  When we found their route, we’d return to Freeport and inform Admiral Rogers so he could send out the fleet to engage them.


This…was a quest that Savar couldn’t help me with.  No way would the Freeport Navy allow a Savasa to sail on their ship, even if I vouched for her.  Because of that, I convinced the King to let us leave immediately, and an hour later, we were aboard the Kanlon raker, flying Freeport’s colors, and heading out to sea from the harbor.


This would be a relatively easy and boring quest, and I found it odd that it rewarded the next piece of raiment.  But I wasn’t complaining that much, since it meant that I could equip that piece without feeling like I violated my solo challenge.  What it did tell me, though, was that this was the last quest in this chain.  The end of each chain ended with a loot reward.  When I finished this, the next chain in the questline would begin, and I had the suspicion that it might be the final one.  Things were coming to a head, and I felt that a battle with the Kanlon, sea giants, Sahaugin, and Salamanders was imminent.

And I thought it was going to be easy.


Six days later, about two hours past midnight game time, our raker limped into port.  The top of the mast was gone, several sails were almost in tatters, and the rigging was held together with twine.  I was at the helm because the captain of the ship and all the officers were dead, and we only had six sailors left to handle the ship.  We’d been found out as we scouted out Kanlon naval routes, and we had a furious battle with two Kanlon ships, a raker and a galleon.  We sank both enemy ships, but the cost was over three quarters of our own crew, including Captain Breeg.

That hurt.  That hurt a lot.  What few human players there are all love Captain Breeg, and I was the player that got him killed.  And like I said, in this game, when an NPC dies, they are gone.

But the quest was complete.  And that meant that the fourth chain in the campaign was now done.


We tied up at the harbor with King Gerin and Admiral Rogers standing on the quay waiting for us, despite the late hour, along with the king’s honor guard.  “Champion, your ship looks a bit worse for wear,” he noted dryly.


“It’s a miracle we got back at all, your Majesty,” I answered as I came down the gangplank, then bowed to him.  “We lost Captain Breeg and the entire officer complement, my King.”


“Breeg,” Rogers sighed.  “A terrible loss.”


“He saved us all by single-handedly sinking a Kanlon galleon with a powderkeg bomb, Admiral.  He died a hero,” I said proudly.


“And he will be remembered as such,” Rogers declared.


“Did you find the Kanlon’s route?” Gerin asked.


“We did, your Majesty,” I said, holding up a rolled chart, then offering it to Admiral Rogers.  “But there’s something strange going on, something I think we need to talk about at length.”

The quest completed, but I ignored it for the moment.  I wasn’t about to pick my new piece of gear while talking to the King and Rogers.  But the game seemed to be ready for that.  “We’ll give you a chance to get cleaned up and collect your breath, Champion.  We’ll meet in an hour to discuss our next step.”


“Yes, your Majesty.”


Once I was in my house in Freeport, which I almost never used anymore, I then perused the available pieces of Champion’s Raiment, studying them to decide which was best.  I decided on a sleek black leather jerkin that looked quite dashing that had a pretty strong special ability on top of some impressive stats.  The ability on the jerkin was Sorcerer’s Bulwark, which gave me a hefty bonus to all six schools of magic that had offensive spells (Abjuration, Divination, and Translocation did not), which would reduce magic damage against me by a whopping 15%.  For a solo player who often fought boss mobs that had special attacks based on magic, that was a much welcome ability.

After picking my new piece and cleaning up, I met the King and Admiral Rogers in his study, then got to the meat of my concerns with the quest.  “We found a shipping route the Kanlon are using, Admiral, your Majesty, but they’re not moving troops.  We thought that they were moving troops to a staging area on an island, but they’re not.  What they’re moving is supplies.  We captured a Kanlon raker, and it was loaded to the brim with equipment, equipment that was clearly meant for the Sahaugin and the sea giants,” I explained, then pulled a map out of my scrolltube.  I set it on the table in the war room and spread it out.  “The route runs here, through the Skipjack Islands, they’re using the islands as an equipment depot.  They’re dropping off the supplies on the islands, and the Sahaugin and sea giants are picking them up.  But there are no Kanlon soldiers.  Captain Breeg suspected that the attack on the Amber Shire wasn’t going to include Kanlon military assets, so he took us to one of the naval bases we found, the one closest to Freeport, and we found that they have a massive number of troops there, as well as an armada of ships.  They’re coming, your Majesty, but Captain Breeg didn’t think they were going to attack the Amber Shire.”


“If they were going to invade the Sea of Grass, they’d have their troops on the Skipjacks,” Rogers said, which made me nod immediately.  “Breeg was right.  If they’re staging at Skull Rock, then it’s clear that their target is Freeport.  The attack on the Amber Shire may be nothing more than an elaborate deception to make us march our troops east and leave Freeport defenseless.”

“No, the Sahaugin and sea giants are obviously going to invade the Sea of Grass, and they’re going to do it in force.  The amount of supplies and equipment the Kanlon are leaving for them in the Skipjacks is far too much just to be a bribe for making a lot of noise.  The Kanlon must have agreed to supply them for the invasion to get them on board.  Breeg thought that they were going to invade on three fronts after seeing Skull Rock, and I think he was right.  The Salamanders are going to prevent the Silver Blade and the Covenant from assisting the Amber Shire, and the Sahaugin and sea giants are going to come ashore at the Sea of Grass.  Your Majesty, Captain Breeg thought that the Kanlon are going to take advantage of the Sea of Grass invasion to attack Freeport, and I think he was right.  If I remember correctly, we were going to devote a large portion of the army to assist the Amber Shire, and that would leave Freeport relatively undefended.  I think the Kanlon were going to take advantage of that, and sail that invading armada of Kanlon ships right into Freeport Harbor while most of our troops were a hundred leagues from the Golden Lion’s borders.  If the Kanlon can sack or capture Freeport and capture the Vissanu port of Vistara, they’d have virtual control of the western and southern seas.  The Vissanu Navy and Freeport Navy control the seas on this side of the continent.  Remove their two major seaports, and you remove them as a threat.”

“I think the Champion is right,” Rogers said, looking carefully at the map.  “It’s only about three days’ sail from Skull Rock to Freeport with favorable winds, and with half of our navy committed to asssiting the Amber Shire, we may not have seen them coming until their masts came over the horizon.  They would destroy what ships we have here and capture the city, and it would take a massive military operation to get them out.  If the Kanlon want to take over Arcavia, the first step is to remove the two naval powers that can stop them, us and the Vissanu.”

“Given who their allies are, I’m not sure they want to conquer Arcavia so much as destroy it,” Gerin said grimly.  “They would let the Sahaugin and sea giants raid the coasts and the Salamanders burn the rest of the continent to ash.  Perhaps they see Arcavia as a threat to their future plans, or perhaps they simply can’t stand another human civilization having control of the seas, but I don’t think they’re here to capture as much as destroy.  But either way, it’s clear that we need more information.  I need to confer with Merria and my advisors, my friends.  We need to find out exactly what the Kanlon are trying to do before I decision on how to respond.  Admiral, alert our forces and assemble the war council. Champion, I need you to be ready at a moment’s notice to be deployed for a mission,” he told me.  “Merria might need someone with your skills to gather the information we need.  She often tells me that you’re the best spy she’s ever had in her employ, and that you are very much in the wrong line of work,” he said with a slight smile.

“Even if I am a good spy, your Majesty, I far prefer simply being an explorer,” I told him honestly.  “I’ll be doing some work outside the city, but I’ll be half an hour from Freeport at all times, just in case.  Contact me using the communication crystal, and I can be here in thirty minutes.”


“That’s more than acceptable. Thank you, Champion.”


I got a new quest, a hurry up and wait quest, and I was alright with it.  It would give me some time to work on my Bow skill and my new Djinn skills…and it would give me a chance to get to know Savar better.


It was almost scary how quickly I’d come to like her.


But I had other work to do, too.  After six days, my shop had to be completely sold out by now.  However, it would have to wait until tomorrow.  It was late both in the game and in real life, I was tired, and there wasn’t much I could do with all the shops in Freeport closed.  So I went back home to Citadel, didn’t even bother to check the shop when I came in and instead went straight upstairs, and then logged out for the night.

The next afternoon after I got home from work, I went to work…just the work I enjoy.  First I checked the store, and I was right.  It wasn’t just empty, it was stripped completely bare.  Absolutely every item I had for sale was sold, and after separating out Savar and Lucilia’s gold, I dropped the profits off at the bank in Citadel City.  I returned to Freeport and bought a staggering amount of stuff from the markets there, then dropped off Lucilia’s gold and got more stuff from to sell in my shop.  After finishing the shopping, I then returned to Citadel.  I got into the apartment, shifted to Djinn form, then went down to the shop, entering through the workshop.  It was just past sunset in the game, and my shop was open…but empty.  Both empty of customers and empty of wares..


My shop never closes, that’s why I use Djinn form to restock it.


It took me the better part of an hour to restock the shop and conjure the foodstocks I sold.  I couldn’t go out to restock on what I bought from Citadel City because it was night and all the NPC shops were closed, so I went up to the roof and worked on my Bow and Conjuring skills.  I basically just dicked around until sunrise, and when the NPC shops started to open, I shifted back to human form and headed out.  I made the rounds of the usual merchants, buying the goods I resold in my shop, but I also visited several new merchants.  After hearing about the gear that was sold in the city, I’d researched the Citadel City NPCs on the resource sites to find the ones that sold that it, to check out the prices on the gear that was supposedly just as good as the gear dropping in the raids that the top guilds on the server were doing.  That kind of gear, raiders called catch-up gear, gear that was just good enough to give a player the ability to function in a raid, though their performance would be sub-par if they didn’t have the skills to back up that gear.


In that respect, this game was very different from most any other MMO.  Just having uber gear wasn’t enough, you had to have invested the time and effort to raise your skills, because gear just augments the base skills of the player.  That was how a player like me, a solo player, could compete with the ubergeared raiders on my server.  My skills are significatnly higher than theirs thanks to Lone Wolf, and when combined with the gear I do have, it puts us on an even keel.

The equipment I was looking for wasn’t super-uber, it wasn’t catch-up gear to allow players to jump directly into the lowest tier raid on Citadel.  It was gear designed to allow new players to start raiding at about the Endless Caverns raid, which was five steps below the lowest tier Citadel raid…which ironically enough was where the top guild on the server was currently at.  The gear was understandably dreadfully expensive.  The gear averaged around 80,000 gold per piece, and since it took eight pieces to fully equip a player, that was 640,000 gold to buy a full set of catch-up gear.  That was nothing to sneeze at.  So, on Methrian, this was gear that would allow the top guilds to quickly gear an applicant and get them right into the Endless Caverns, but on most other servers, this gear was basically worthless to the top guilds.  In additon to being ridiculously expensive, the merchant only kept one of each piece of each type he made, chain mail and plate mail, and when I asked how quickly he could make new ones, he said he could make one a day.  It was all sold out right now, bought by the merchant barons, so he’d only have one piece made by tomorrow.  So, it would take him twelve days to replace the items, one for each gear slot for both chain mail and plate mail (only tailors sold cloaks, so he had no cloaks).

It was the same at the other merchants that sold that gear, the leatherworker and tailor.  They had sold out of the tradeable gear in stock, bought up by the merchant barons, but they could only make one piece of gear a day.


Needless to say, after spending so much on my house up here, I could no longer afford stuff like that.  But I wanted to get a look at it anyway, mainly as an option to gear up my Djinn form.

That was the armor.  I went to a few more merchants who sold weapons, and I found that they were way, way more expensive than the gear…and they too were sold out.  The cheapest weapon I saw on the resource site, a dagger, was 120,000 gold.  The two-handed sword I looked up was listed at a jaw-dropping 270,000 gold.


Wow.  Talk about inflation once you get to the endgame, that was just nuts.

So, to gear up my Djinn form with gear that would put it equal with the top raiders on the server, it would cost me nearly 700,000 gold.  And if I wanted a weapon to go with it not my bow, it would cost me well over another 100,000.  But the trick was, I’d have to buy it before the merchant barons, who often hired players and NPCs to go buy things for them.  So I’d have to all but sit in the shop and wait for the NPC to make the next piece he was going to sell and buy it before anyone else had the chance.

That was why I was going to make that gear myself, it would be much less of a headache.  Not to mention cheaper.

I returned home, switched back to Djinn form, and then entered the shop to stock it with the supplies I bought in Citadel City.   There were several players in there, and to my surprise, so was Kade and Bullox.  They didn’t know who I was as I came in through the workshop area, and Bullox stepped up to me as I opened the counter and floated through.  “Is this everything?” he asked immediately.


“Nay, good sir,” I replied.  “I have only just retrieved the last of the wares and will be putting it out for display.”


“Why was the shop empty for days?”


“I honestly know not, good sir.  My benefactor hadn’t come back to the shop for several days.  I haven’t even seen her, she must have come and gone in the night, dropping off new items for me to put out for sale.”

They watched as I set out everything, but they must not have seen what they were looking for.  They left the shop without buying anything.


When I was done, I went into the workshop, changed form, and sat down at my tailoring bench and started working on a list of materials I’d need to make the gear for my Djinn form.  I was still going to set it up as a mage archetype, so I needed the mats that would cause the gear to have high stats in intelligence, willpower, and bonus mana.  The Intelligence stat would increase the damage my spells did.  The Willpower stat decreased my chance that a spell would be disrupated or misfire if I took damage while casting, which was a very important stat to have.  A misfired spell could hurt me, or my party members.  Bonus mana was just that, it increased the mana pool so you could cast more spells before running out.  
However, intelligence and willpower also awarded extra mana, so those would also increase my mana pool.


To make my spells do respectable damage, I needed to raise my spellcasting skills to a minimum of 1,200 in the six schools that had offensive spells—Evocation, Invocation, Transmutation, Conjuration, Illusion, and Necromancy—and my Djinn form just may be a viable alternative when I needed to switch to a focused spellcaster.  I already had Evocation and Invocation well over that (Invocation was the school that held most healing spells, but Invocation also had quite a few attack spells so healers had the ability to deal damage when they didn’t need to heal), and I had Transmutation at 1,223 because I cause Create Shelter and several other Transumation spells so much, but I didn’t have Conjuration, Necromancy, or Illusion anywhere near there.

The six schools of offensive magic were very wide-ranging.  Evocation was the magic most commonly thought of as offensive, fireballs, lightning bolts, and so on.  If it brought magical energy into the world and then harnessed it, it was Evocation.  Invocation was holy magic.  It was similar to Evocation, but the difference is, that magic was invoked from a Power, beseeching the Power to manifest the effect. Most healing magic was Invocation, but there were quite a few combat spells that also used Invocation.  Transmutation was changing something into something else, and it was the most versatile of the six offensive schools because it had tons of defensive and utility spells as well.  A spell that changed water into acid or raised a row of stone spikes out of the ground was Transmutation.  Conjuration was the creation of solid objects out of magical energy, and it was nearly as versatile as Transmuation.  It also had a lot of combat spells associated with it.  If a spell summoned pure energy to attack enemies, it was Evocation, but if it summoned solid objects to attack enemies, it was Conjuration.  Necromancy was dark magic, and it dealt with the negative energy of death, draining life, weakening life, and so forth.  The school also dealt in a lesser way with the effects of negative energy, disease and debilitation, and some spells in Necromancy redirected that energy into an effect beneficial to the caster in some way.  The life drain proc from my swords was Necromancy, draining the life energy of my victim and using that energy to heal my wounds.  Necromancy had some exceptionally powerful spells, and in my opinion, at the highest levels, it was the most fearsome of all the offensive magical schools.

Illusion was a bit of a strange case, but it was classified as an offensive school because illusion spells had the potential to do real damage when the caster had exceptionally high skill.  Illusion spells as a rule weren’t patently dangerous, but the effects they could create could be downright lethal if the caster was clever about it.  Using an illusion to hide a pit of spikes was the perfect example of that.  The illusion spell did no damage itself, but it tricked victims into taking damage from another source.  But, at very high skill levels, illusions could manifest into the real world—so to speak, since this was a game—and do real damage.  Oddly enough, the most powerful spell in the entire game, Alter Reality, was an illusion spell.  Alter Reality had the ability to change something about reality and shape it to the caster’s wishes, and since it was limited only by the caster’s imagination, it was potentially the most powerful spell in the game.


Needless to say, Alter Reality was also the rarest spell in the game.  To my knowledge, nobody on Methrian has the spell.

There were four other schools of magic, Abjuration, Divination, Charm, and Translocation, but none of them had offensive spells.  Abjuration was related to Invocation and Evocation in that it summoned magical energy, but that energy was directed to defend, not attack.  All buffs were Abjuration, including buffs to offensive stats, and there were a large number of defensive spells that fell under Abjuration.  Abjuration is my second higest spellcasting skill, because I use it the most to give myself buffs and set up defensive protections.  Divination was using magic to gain knowledge beyond the normal senses.  It could affect the senses and could even predict the future in a limited degree.  All scrying spells, detection spells, sense-enhancing spells, and augury spells were Divination.  Charm was the school that dealt with spells that only affected the mind, and it was very versatile.  The most famous spell of the school was the similiary named Charm spell, but it encompassed any spell that had an effect on a target’s mind and no real effect on the “real” world.  Fear spells, sleep spells, suggestion spells, those were all Charm magic, and in a few ways it overlapped with Illusion magic because Charm spells could make someone see something that wasn’t there.  The difference was, Illusion spells created an effect that wasn’t just in the victim’s mind, where Charm magic did.  Translocation was self-explanatory, it was the magic of motion and travel, moving an object or the player from one place to another.  Translocation dealt with both players and objects, with spells that summoned objects to the caster and others that banished objects from the caster’s presence.  Reclaim Arrows was a perfect example of that.  It was an Ancient skill, but it was a magical skill that used Translocation, it just didn’t raise Translocation when it was used, it raised the skill rating of the skill itself.  If the spell simply summoned arrows that previously didn’t exist out of thin air, it would be Conjuration.  Since it specifically summoned the player’s own arrows and put them in a specific place, it was Translocation.

Just as I was about to go up to the roof and get in more bow practice, I saw Savar log on.  She barely waited thirty seconds before calling out to me over friend chat.  “I see you’re in Citadel City.  Finish your quest?”


“This morning,” I replied.  “We got the ship back to port…barely.”  I’d been keeping Savar up to date on my progress on the quest, so she knew all about us nearly getting sunk.  “I think it sank at the dock.”


She chuckled.  “Well, you finished.  Get a new quest?”


“Nope.  I think I have to wait until another champion finishes his quest before I get the next one.”


“Well, it’s not me.  I’m waiting too,” she replied.

“So, since we’re both not busy, you can put yourself in a position where you’re in the shop in about an hour,” I told her.  “We’ll go find something to do.”

“I need to come get my gold from you anyway and drop off the last of your arrows, and drop off some more arrows to sell,” she mused.  “Oh, I have a couple of bows I want to put out, too.”


“I have room,” I assured her.


“Then I’ll be up in about an hour.”


I went back to human form and went back out to peruse some of the shops in the city I hadn’t visited very much to look for new merchandise, and found a few little trinkets little more than toys that I thought players might want to buy.  Savar was there when I got back and entered the shop in Djinn form, hurrying up to me as I came in through the workshop.


 “Good morning, Avrazzi,” she called…she’d named me?  She spoke fluent Djinni, which I didn’t know she spoke.

“Welcome back to the Plucky Scrub, Mistress Savar,” I told her in fluent Djinni, playing the game.  “Excuse me, I have some work to do before we can chat.”


The players in the shop drifted in my direction as I went to the nearest open shelf and set out the trinkets I’d found, rings and earrings and such from a jeweler that had a variety of cosmetic effects.  They were meant to be toys, things you used for fun that had no real gameplay value, but things like that were wildly popular in this game.  We do play it to have fun, after all, and toys could be very fun.  When I was done with that, I stocked more conjured goods on the shelves dedicated to food.  After stocking the shop, I went upstairs, and she was at the back door before I even got to it.  She came in and looked around the empty room as I closed the door.  “You know, you should set up this floor as an apartment for you,” she told me, still speaking Djinni.  “You don’t really use this floor, and it would look right if you were living here.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I told her, looking down at her  “But Djinn don’t really use furniture.  Djinn houses are usually just filled with tables, shelves, and decorations, and they sleep on piles of cushions piled on the floor.  It’s the only time they’re not hovering in the air,” I noted.


“Then it’ll be easy for you to do,” she said lightly.  “Lemme get the stuff.”  Seconds later four large barrels appeared on the floor in front of her, the arrows she wanted to sell, an even larger barrel holding the arrows she made for my Djinn bow appeared with them, and then three bows appeared on top of them.  One of them looked fairly fancy, and the other two looked to be lesser quality.

“Cleaning out the inventory?” I asked lightly.


“More or less.  After buying that new guild HQ, all of us are hurting for gold, so I’m selling about everything I can.  Two of the bows I’ve had at the guild forever, but I made the nice one yesterday.  I was working on fletching,” she smiled.


“Any skillups?”


“One, so it wasn’t a waste,” she replied.  She offered the items to me in a trade window, and I put her cut of the gold in the window.  “Wow, nice,” she said as we completed the trade.


“You had a lot of arrows for sale, and they sold out,” I told her, putting the arrows and bows in the house’s item storage, which made them vanish.  “Lemme go down and put them out, be right back.”


Savar was on the middle floor of the apartment when I came back, surveying one of the empty rooms with her hand under her muzzle, clearly in thought.  “What are you going to do with this floor?” she asked


“I was thinking of using it for magical skills,” I answered.  “I have Research skill, but it’s fairly low.  It’s expensive to rent space in a magical library.  I could set up this floor as a library and work on Research.  I was going to also put in an Enchanter’s workshop in here to go with it.  I’m sure tons of people would love to buy Teleport,” I said lightly.

“Bow skill first, then you can play,” she said imperiously, which made me chuckle.


“The library and lab would take up nearly the entire floor, you know how big they are.  And why not, this is effectively just wasted space.  The only rooms I use are on the top floor and the second floor.  And in a way, it would be like a buffer between the two different mes.  Both of me can use magic, so since it’s the one thing we have in common, it’ll be the transition between the Djinn apartment on the second floor and the human apartment on the top floor.”

“Sounds like a plan.  So, that target dummy still up in the garden?”


“Of course it is,” I smiled.


We spent the rest of the day working our skills together, me practicing Bow skill and Savar practicing her new Legendary skill, constantly buffing herself and trying to land her Slow Time ability on the target dummy.  We talked as we practiced, about both game stuff and real life, working on my Bow, Conjuring, and Reclaim Arrow skills in tandem.  I again almost marveled at how comfortable I felt with Savar, willing to talk about things outside of the game, willing to show her some of my secrets, like my Djinn form.  I learned more about her, that her parents and her younger brother had moved back to the Federation after the evacuation ended and her older sister was in the House of Karinne and lived on Karis, but she couldn’t really tell her family all that much about what she did.  Her sister was in Karinne’s military, so she did super-top secret stuff.  Her family was quite proud of her despite her secrecy, because she was a ship captain in the Karinne Navy.  I didn’t have much to give back in that regard, since I’m an only child and my parents both died before I turned 20, so I’ve been more or less alone in the world for quite a while.

Her full life of family and friends made me feel…awkward.  I’m very different from her, I’m an introvert with only one real friend, no family, and more than a few physical and psychological scars from the subjugation.  But she seemed to like me despite that.


Not only was my time with her fun, it was productive.  The skillups I gained from our session put me just 33 points away from being able to equip the bow she made for me.


After we were done practicing, I offered to make her dinner in-game to get some use out of the cooking equipment I bought to put in the kitchen.  That only lasted like five seconds.  She kicked me out and took over when she found out what my cooking skill was, making me stand and watch as she prepared ingredients.  “I’m Shio, you silly boy,” she told me lightly as I protested.  “Food is a core part of our entire society.  If I didn’t work to have the highest cooking skill I could in this game, I’d be a terrible Shio.”


“So how high is it?”


“I just broke two thousand last month.”


I gawked.  “Holy—two thousand?” I gasped.  “I’ve never heard of anyone with a cooking skill that high!”


“Well, now you have,” she said lightly, giving me a fanged smile.  “I’m not a very good cook in real life, so I compensate for my shortcomings in the game,” she winked.  “The good part about cooking in the game is it barely takes any time.  So go set the table,” she ordered.

“Yes ma’am,” I chuckled.


In a word, her cooking was amazing.  I was almost stunned into speechlessness with the first bite, I hadn’t anything that tasted that good in years, in either the game or real life.  I told her as much, which made her almost modestly shy in accepting my praise.  It also said a whole lot about just how incredibly detailed the simsense was in this game, that it could so effectively put such incredibly complex and subtle taste into the food.

We started to talk again, and Savar asked me about the fight against the sea giants, how I was both so nearly reckless and how I was able to kill more sea giants than anyone else in the raid.  I then told her something I hadn’t told anyone else.  “Well, to be honest,” I hedged, then I spilled the beans.  “My sword skill is really high.  And since I got my Champion weapons, my DPS went up.  Way up.”


“How high?”


“I’m almost at three thousand.  Well, I’m actually at 2,992.  I’ll break three thousand probably sometime late this week or early next week.  Where it stands now, I get one or two skillups per gaming session on the average, if I do a lot of fighting.”


She nearly dropped her fork, giving me a shocked look.  “I’ve never heard of any skill being that high!  My Bow skill is only just a bit over twenty five hundred, and I’ve been playing as an archer since the first day!  How in Sebaro’s crystal did you get it that high?”


“Just by playing the game,” I shrugged.  “I don’t think you understand just how overpowered Lone Wolf is.  It cranks up my chance to get a skillup to the point where even where my sword skill is now, my chance to get a skillup never drops much below one quarter of one percent.  And since I dual wield, that is a ton of opportunities for the skill to increase.”


“Holy…no wonder you took out Sebirk.  The Drakkin champion.  You may not be raid geared, but if your sword skill is that high…wow.  You must do nearly as much damage as he did.”


“Not quite.  I remember that fight.  He was just as much DPS as me, but his defensive skills weren’t as high as mine.  That, and I dual wield, so I do more base damage than a player who only uses one weapon.  I also have several defensive Ancient Skills that would usually go to tank type players in a raid.  One of the real advantages my playstyle gives me is that I have the defensive skills of a tank on top of the offensive skills of a dedicated DPS player.  Players like him aren’t used to being the one the monsters attack directly.  All he ever gets hit by are the monster’s area of effect attacks, where I’m used to being the target of every single attack.  I’ll bet that his Magic Resistance is much higher than his Defense, since most boss monsters have magic-based area of effect attacks.   When it comes to fights like that, against raiders, my skills make up for my lack of gear and put us more or less on even ground.”


“And now that you’re getting Champion’s Raiment…” she breathed, then she laughed.  “You may be the most powerful player on the entire server,” she smiled at me.


“I wouldn’t go that far, but let’s say that right now, no other player would probably attack me if they knew what my skill average and damage rating modifiers are,” I said modestly.  “Since I PvP so much, I’m used to fighting other players.”


“You do?”


I nodded.  “You don’t know what it’s like as a solo player out in neutral territory.  Groups see us as irresistable targets,” I told her.  “I’m more or less used to being constantly attacked by other players, often when they go after me so they can try to kill the boss monster I’m fighting.  Then there are the ones that just want to kill you for your gold, or even just to grief you so you lose your XP before you can get back to a safe zone to spend it.  That’s one of the things that drove me to exploration.  If I’m so far out that no other players have even been there, then I can adventure in peace and quiet.  In a game like this and with a playstyle like mine, you eventually get to the point where you consider every other player as an enemy.”

“Huh.  You’re right that I don’t really know.  I’ve been in a guild for almost as long as I’ve played the game.  I’ve never really played solo that much.”


“And the one thing you’re overlooking is that I’ll probably never upgrade from the gear I have now, where you guys will,” I told her.  “I don’t think I’ll ever find better than what I’ve been getting.  Well, I may upgrade to another piece of Champion’s Raiment if I get it, but once this is over, once I go back to playing solo…I’ll never find a piece of gear better than what I have now.  In a few months, as you guys start adventuring on and in the Citadel, you’ll outgear me more and more.  And there will be a tipping point where your gear quality increases faster than I skill up, and you’ll pull away from me.  I’m just in a sweet spot here, where for a brief window of time, I have a leg up on everyone else.  But it won’t last very long,” I predicted.  “Once you guys are doing the first raids here on Citadel, you’ll be so far above me that I won’t stand a chance if I come against you in PvP.  The armor rating on all that gear will be so high that not even my high skills will give me a chance to beat you.  So I’ll enjoy my moment in the sun, and when it’s over, I’ll go back to playing so far away from everyone else that we’ll never cross paths,” I told her with a rueful chuckle.  “Where I’ll be safe.”

“Maybe.  But when that does happen, then you’ll know you can’t go any further as a solo player, and you can join my guild and raid with us,” she said with an eager smile.  “We’d love to have you.  You have no idea how impressed everyone was seeing you fight.  You may have high skills, Xen, but you’re smart.  Those consumables you had with you, it showed that you carefully planned for that fight, and it was a good plan.  You said on your forum post that consumables were the key playing high-end solo, and you proved that they have their place in raids too.  My guild master wants to know where got those from.  He’s never seen anything like them before.”


“I have a long relationship with an enchanter NPC merchant,” I answered.  “Her skill is so high, she can make custom consumables.  I explain to her what I need, and usually, she can make a consumable that can do it.  The only catch is, they usually cost a lot of gold for her to produce.”


“Wow.  Where is she?”


“She’s in Freeport, and before you send one of your Golden Lion guildies there, I can’t tell you who she is or where she is,” I said reluctantly.  “That’s part of the deal when it comes to being her customer.  She picks her customers.  She doesn’t sell to just anyone, even if they know where her shop is.  She has to like you to sell to you.  If someone knows who she is, he can probably shop from her.  If he doesn’t…well, I don’t want her to fire me as a customer, or even worse, move her shop and I can’t find it again, so I’m not saying anything.  If she suddenly had a ton of people beating down her door, she’d move her shop somewhere else and wouldn’t tell anyone.  And if she knew it was because I told someone about her, she’d be furious with me.”

She gave me a long look, then nodded.  If she had any experience with this game’s NPCs, she knows that some NPCs did indeed behave like that.  The AI in many NPCs in this game was just as complex as a living person, with defined personalities, quirks, and idiosyncracies.  There were more crotchety, highly selective NPC merchants in this game than just Lucilia.  “Sounds like she’s part of the city’s underworld.”

“In a way, she is,” I chuckled.  “In reality, she’s just one of those NPCs that’s very hard to get to trust you, enough for them to sell things to you, even if you have rep with her faction.  She has her chosen clientelle, and we buy enough from her that she’s content with her income.  Believe me, I had to work to get into her good graces.  But, if you just want the name of a high level enchanter, I know several just as good as she is.  Most of them are in neutral territory, and require rep with their faction to shop from them.  I’ll make you a list of them and their factions, and you can find out if anyone in your guild has standing with them.  Any one of them can make the consumables that I get from Freeport.”


“That’ll work,” she said with a nod.


After dinner, we did something I never thought I’d do with a girl…we sat on the couch and watched sports on the viddy.  Savar was a super-hardcore shiziki fan, and her team in the Federation Shiziki League was playing.  So, she convinced me to tune in my viewing glass to the Federation’s sports channel, and we sat on the couch and watched the game.  Shiziki is a ball sport sorta related to baseball and cricket, but with very different rules.  The playing field was a triangle, kinda like baseball, and there were three batting stations, called posts.  The objective of shiziki for the offense was to get a player at all three positions, and any batter past that who managed to get “on base” scored a point. A player got “on base” by touching both of the other posts on the field and then getting back to his home post before the defense could touch the ball to all three posts.  If he managed it, the next batter would bat at a different post, and the pitcher and the entire defense had to rotate to that post.

The clever part about shiziki was that there were no foul balls.  Since a third of the playing field was behind the batter, the batter could try to hit the ball to the sides, or even behind the post, which required the defense to cover the entire playing field.  But, while there was no foul territory, there was also no home run.  The borders of the field had glass walls more than high enough to bounce a ball back onto the playing field, and if a ball did go over the wall, it was considered out of play and the batter was automatically “out.”  So shiziki players didn’t try to just murder the ball and send it as far as possible. They were complete hitters, their job was to find the weakness in the defense and hit the ball to that location.  A few pro shiziki players had made it to the MLB, and they were dangerous at the plate.

Another way it was different from baseball was that the entire team batted in every inning, which they called a rotation, and each player batted once and once only per rotation  The objective was to score as many points as possible during their team’s batting rotation.  A team would bat their thirteen players, score as many points as they could (up to ten), and then would go on defense and the other batted.  There were ten rotations in the game, but at the last rotation, whoever was behind at the start of the rotation got to bat last, to ensure that both teams got to bat for all ten rotations.  The last rotation was also different from all other others in that the team batting last could bat more than once through their roster, but only if they were down by more than ten points when they came up to bat.  It was called the “last chance rule,” giving a team that had been dunked on during the game and was down by more than ten points a theoretical chance to win the game.  But that chance was theoretical.  First, the team had to score a perfect rotation during their batting phase, scoring all ten available points (which was very hard to do).  After the team batted through its rotation, it then went into sudden death overtime.  The team could continue to score points, but only so long as they scored at every batting attempt.  If they failed to score during the at bat, then the game was over.  Needless to say, it was a very rare occurrence when a shiziki team managed to win in the last rotation using that rule.

Did Savar ever get into it.  She cheered loudly for her team, even jumping up from time to time when her team did something I supposed was really cool, and most of those moments were on defense.  Since I don’t really know all that much at all about shiziki, all I could really do was sit there and ask her what the hell was going on.


She was so patient with me, explained things as the game went on, even laughed when I told her that I’d get my revenge when it was American Football season and I’d make her sit through Jaguars games.


When I made that quip, her team held a comfortable lead going into the last rotation, so she was a little more willing to be conversational.  “Jacksonville needs a baseball team,” she told me.  “We have one here in Sao Paolo, it was part of the expansion the Major League did to sixty four teams, when they started expanding out to the rest of the planet.  I go see their games sometimes, baseball’s just close enough to shiziki to be fun, and the company I work for can get the tickets for a discount.”


“There’s a team in Atlanta and another in Miami, but I don’t really go see them,” I said.  “I think we have a minor league shiziki team here, cause so many Shio live in Jacksonville.”


“Planetary League, the Jacksonville Fleet,” she said immediately.  “They’re in our division.”


“Who’s our?”


“The Sao Paolo Lancers,” she winked.  “Ten and five, first place in the Atlantic Division.  Hate to tell you this, but the Fleet are the basement dwellers in the division.  They’re five and eleven.”

“Well, that’s just normal for this city,” I said darkly.  “The Jags have been bottom feeders for three years now.  Haven’t had a winning record since 2019.”


After the game was over, she got up and yawned and stretched.  “Hate to say it, but I gotta log out,” she said.  “I have to work tomorrow.”


“I have tomorrow off, so I’ll hang around a while longer.  You can log off in the spare bed,” I offered.  “That’ll save you paying at the inn.”


“That’s nice of you, sure,” she replied.  I’d set up a guest bedroom on the top floor, and I could allow other players to log out in my house the same way I could.  All I had to do was assign them a bed.   I did that mainly thinking about Mrima, but it was coming in handy now.

“Lemme assign you the spare bed,” I said, bringing up the house management menu.  “And done.  Feel free to log out anytime.”

“Thanks.  I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon our time?”


“Sure thing.  I have tomorrow off, so I’ll probably either be up on the roof practicing or doing the next quest, if I get it.”


“Okay.  If you’re not here when I log on, I’ll let myself out.”

After she left the room, I sat there a few minutes.  Did…did we just have a date?  Dinner and a game, that seemed like a date to me.  And despite not knowing a thing about shikizi, I did have fun.  I was a little lost, but I had fun.  And I got to see another aspect of Savar’s personality, I had no idea she was into sports.

The more I got to know Savar, the more I liked her.


It didn’t take two weeks.  It only took about ten hours.


I noticed it during the fight, but didn’t think much about it because I was trying to keep my face from getting wrecked.


I was out in the wildlands of Citadel, testing myself against the weakest monsters I could find that drop loot…and they were every bit as fearsome as I expected.  I was being that crazy because I was after skill crystals to raise bow skill in Djinn form.  Besides, it had been a while since I’d done any real grinding in human form, and I did need to raise Blade Dance much higher.  So, instead of working on Bow skill, I headed out the next morning and tried my hand by hunting the weakest monsters on Citadel for those skill crystal drops.

It was…almost embarrassingly bad.  The monsters here were god-level, even the squirrels and bunny rabbits, and my attempts to kill them were almost laughable.  They hit like freakin’ meteors blowing up a city, and they had so much health that I rarely got one to half health before I died.  I did the run of shame back to my corpse over and over, but I didn’t give up, because that’s not how I roll.  I was convinced I could kill one of them, treating them like an overworld boss mob, and I was bound and determined to try.

And try, and try, and try, and try.  For ten hours I tried, and I never got a single monster under 30% health.


But it wasn’t a complete waste of time.  During those ten hours of white-knuckled intensity, my sword skill had raised eight whole points, getting me to 3,000.  It was almost like fighting mobs so much stronger than myself increased my chance to raise my skills, because all of my skills seemed to be raising faster, not just sword skill.  I got 10 Defense skillups as well, and my Defense skill was already at 2,974, getting closer and closer to that magic 3,000.  It made me think that maybe fighting on Citadel gave a bonus chance for skillups, but only when you were fighting the monsters.  Practicing on Citadel had the standard chance for skillups, but fighting for real had an increased chance.


And ten hours of hunting had been in productive another way.  Citadel was like Arcavia in that there was treasure laying around, if you were clever enough or lucky enough to find it.  Treasure chests were hidden all over the place, but the catch was, they were usually very well hidden.  You had to be very clever to find them.  Most treasure chests held loot equivalent to the monsters in the area, usually holding some gold or gems or trade bars, maybe some tradeskill materials, and sometimes they held a piece of bonus loot gear of the same quality as what was dropped from the monsters nearby.


And on Citadel, that meant that treasure chests could hold loot equal to the bonus loot dropped from the monsters around the chest.


That meant that in addition to money and tradeskill materials, the random treasure chests hidden on the planetoid might hold equipment that would be far far FAR better than anything most anyone had.  I could sell a piece of gear I managed to get for hundreds of thousands of gold, because it was far superior to the best gear the top raiders on the server had.

That was what made this place so nuts.  You could get insane gear just laying around, provided you could find it and get away with it before a hostile monster melted your face.


But that was what Djinn form was for.  I found out quickly that while most monsters out in the overworld wouldn’t bother me, some would, so I had to be very, very careful when I explored beyond the city and was close enough to the ground for them to attack. As long as I was extremely careful, I could fly over the old ruins that dotted the landscape here and search from the air, out of reach of most hostile monsters and animals, and those ruins were the best place to hunt for treasure.  I was able to explore the closest ruin to Citadel City fairly thoroughly, and there, I found nine treasure chests that held a surprising amount of gold, some gems, some tradeskill materials, and two pieces of gear!  I found a cloth doublet and a pair of plate pauldrons in the nine treasure chests that I found as I explored the ruins.

I could use that cloth doublet!  Not for my human form, the doublet’s stats were for a spellcaster, not melee, and besides my Champion’s Raiment gear had better stats anyway, but my Defense skill was high enough to equip the piece in Djinn form!  It required a minimum Defense of 2,000 to equip, and mine is 2,974!


That one piece of gear would make my Djinn form far more dangerous, because that cloth doublet had stats on it oriented for a spellcaster!

When I got back home from my epic fail trying to kill monsters for skill crystals but a very lucrative treasure hunting session,  I realized my sword skill had hit 3,000.  In fact, it was 3,003 now.  And what was a habit for me, and most any veteran in the game, I opened my skill window to see if I got any bonus abilities after hitting a threshold level.  And to my delight, I did!  Under Sword skill was a brand new child skill added to the other four skills I’d gained from reaching threshold levels—1,000, 1,500, 2,000, and 2,500—and this new one was named Blademaster.

I highlighted the skill to read the description:

Your mastery of the sword increases both your offensive and defensive abilities:



Increases the Damage Rating of your swords by a proportion based on skill rating.



Increases the damage of sword-based skills by a proportion based on skill raiting.



Increases your Armor Rating by a proportion based on skill rating.

Increases the damage reduction bonus of your defensive sword-based skills by a proportion based on skill rating.



Gain the ability to parry both incoming missiles and projectile-based spells and skills.

A buff to both the damage rating of my swords and the damage I deal with sword-based skills, a buff to my armor rating and defensive sword skills, and I can parry arrows now?  And spells?  Wow!  That’s amazing!

What a truly awesome skill!  And totally worth all the hard work I’d put in to raise my sword skill that high!

 I shifted to Djinn form quickly to check, and sure enough, it was there: Blademaster: 1.  That almost made it worth switching to swords as my primary weapon rather than the bow!


Almost.  But it did remind me that I had yet to make that pair of swords I intended for my Djinn form.  I really needed to take care of that, and soon.

I decided to call it a day, at least from farming, because I felt drained from the constant adrenalin of fighting that intensely all day long…not to mention dying so many times.  I could test to see if could raise Blademaster with the target dummy on the roof.  If so, I’d do a little work on it.  Savar logged in almost as soon as I made that decision, and she wasted no time after walking into the parlor from the guest bedroom.  “How long have you been on?”


“All day, told you I have today off.  I decided to try myself against the weakest monsters I could find out in the wilderness,” I answered.  “It was messy.”


“How did it go?”


“I think I died over a hundred times,” I admitted ruefully.  “And I never got anything under a quarter health.  But, it wasn’t a total waste.  I found a couple of pieces of loot in treasure chests out in the ruins, like the forum guides said.  One of them was a cloth doublet I can use for my Djinn form.  The other was a pair of plate pauldrons.”


“Really?  Awesome!  What are its stats like?”


“Insane, like not far from Champion’s Raiment pieces,” I said.  “It looks like the random loot drops from the wilderness here is the catch-up gear meant to get players ready for questing in the overworld here on Citadel.  From the looks of it, Champion gear is equivalent to maybe the lower tier of raids on Citadel.  It’s meant to be upgraded, but for us, not for a long time.  I can’t really use the plate pauldrons, so I guess I’ll sell them.  Sucks you can’t wear plate, I’d give them to you..”


“I’d almost be tempted to try,” she chuckled.  “Kinda sucks that our Champion gear will eventually be replaced, despite it being Legendary equipment.”

“They gotta make sure we have a reason to keep playing,” I chuckled as she sat down on the couch beside me.  “What fun would it be if you couldn’t upgrade your gear anymore?”


“Not as much,” she agreed.  “I mean, we’d have skills, but just grinding skills all the time would get boring after a while.  So, about those pauldrons.  We do have quite a few plate wearers in the guild,” she said trillingly.  “How much would you sell them for?”

“I’m not sure, but given they’re better than anything that anyone can get out of any raid we can do on this server, I’m gonna get my money’s worth out of them,” I chuckled.  “Actually, I know exactly how much I’ll sell them for…two hundred thousand gold.”


“Done,” she said immediately.  “I’ll tell Felik about them, he’ll snap them up in a heartbeat.  Bullox hasn’t gotten shoulders from the Champion’s set yet, so he can use them.  He’s our main tank, we need him to be as geared as possible.” 


“Well, from the looks of it, if you guys could explore the ruins out in the wilderness without getting obliterated and pick up some gear, you could bypass the Endless Caverns and the other two raids in the Twin Worlds and just leapfrog up to here if you farm the drop gear. That would get you geared up enough to do the dungeons, and the dungeons would get you geared for the raids.”


“We thought of that.  It didn’t go well,” she laughed ruefully.  Besides, we don’t just do the raids for the gear, Xen.  We do them because they’re fun.  I want to do those other raids, I want to see all of them.  I don’t want to bypass them, and I doubt that many in the guild would want to either.  But, I doubt we’d mind getting a few drops from Citadel to help us do those raids,” she amended lightly.  “They’re a lot more fun when you don’t die thirty times a night trying to kill a boss.”

“Cheater,” I accused, which made her laugh.


She was quiet a moment, clearly talking in her guild chat.  “Felik wants to inspect the pauldrons, but he agrees to two hundred thousand.  He’s on his way up to look at them.”


“Sounds good to me,” I told her.  “I can’t use them, so may as well sell them to people I like enough to help move up in the world.  And since you’ve been so nice to me, you get them for half of what I’d sell them to someone else,” I said, which made her smile.  “So, Bullox is your number one tank?”


“Oh yeah.  He’s a god among tanks,” she told me. “Best tank I’ve ever seen, and not just because of his gear.”

“If I can find a few more pieces like that, I might be able to help you guys get geared,” I speculated.  “The loot drops will fill the slots you haven’t got Champion’s gear for yet.”

“If you’re willing to sell them, we’ll buy them until we run out of gold.  We still have about six hundred thousand gold left over after buying our HQ.  And all of us already have our fourth piece, we’ve all finished the fourth quest chain.  We’re like you, waiting on the fifth chain to begin.  We were going to try to do some monster hunting, this time with an all Champion group.  After all, we’re halfway geared for the Citadel now,” she grinned

“Well, good luck.”


Felik arrived about an hour later, and we met him at the scion.  I let him inspect the pauldrons, and it was like all the light in the world was suddenly shined upon his face.  “Two hundred k is a steal for these,” he said beamingly.

“They’re worth what I want for them, and that’s what I want for them.  Besides, you guys have been good to me, and selling these to you way cheap is one way I can repay your kindness,” I replied.  “But the caveat is, you give these to Bullox.  You don’t resell them.”


“Good God yes, that’s exactly what we’re gonna do,” he replied fervently.


“Here’s hoping it helps you guys out,” I told them as I formally traded the pauldrons for a mixture of gems, platinum trade bars, and gold coins that had a combined value of 200,000 gold, which was verified by the trade valuation algorithm.  Felik couldn’t very well carry around that much in gold coins, he’d be so encumbered he’d barely be able to move.  For really, really big financial transactions, players and NPCs used gems and platinum trade bars.  Gems had standardized value, from ten gold all the way up to 10,000 gold, and trade bars were worth what they said on them, not their value in metal.  Trade bars came in 500, 1,000, 5,000, 10,000, 20,000, 25,000, and 50,000 denominations.  “And this gold is gonna go to good use,” I said happily.

That gold got me that much closer to buying Succor.  That was my objective here, since I now had a house on Citadel for the spell to serve as a centralized home point, a much better one than my house in Freeport.  Succor would drastically improve my game experience, far more than any piece of gear, because it would give me the ability to carry only what I needed and still have access to everything else.


Succor was the goal here, and I was gonna work hard to achieve it.
