
I really, really, really did not regret my decision to use that Augment Skill now.

Hovering as close to the ground as I could get back away from three Jagaara, I peppered the monster they were fighting with arrows, working on my bow skill.  When I emptied my quiver of the arrows the NPC fletcher made for me, I used Conjuring skill to create new arrows, one at a time, one appearing about every ten seconds.  The arrows weren’t permanent, they would only last about two minutes, but that was more than enough for me to nock and fire them.  Conjuring each new arrow slowed down my rate of fire, but that gave me time to get into position to aim my shots so I didn’t shoot Mrima or her kids, Mrijin and Mralla.


They were the only players on the server that knew my secret…at least for now.  I’d told them about getting a cool new skill that turned me into a Djinn, and they graciously allowed me to tag along as they hunted monsters, letting me practice using my skills in this alternate form by attacking their kills.  I got no XP or loot from it, since I wasn’t in their group and I made sure to let them get the first blow on any monster they attacked, but I wasn’t here for that.  I was here to leran how using a bow and swords when you don’t put your feet on the ground changes how you do things, and so far, I’d made a ot of progress in both aspects of it.

I’d learned it was fairly easy to shoot a bow as a Djinn, but using swords…now that was tricky.  Hovering and flying significantly altered my fighting style since it removed the footwork, but it replaced it with having to use bursts of flight to emulate that footwork when I both attack and defend.  I also found it surprisingly tricky to activate my sword Ancient Skills in Djinn form, because using those skills relies on you using the right movements of both sword and body to trigger the effect.  With me not having my feet on the ground, I more or less had to learn how to trigger them all over again.  But they still hit with the same power as they did in human form, minus the loss of stats and bonuses from my gear.


I certainly looked out of place in one way, and like I belonged there in another.  I was wearing a rag-tag assembly of loot drops I bought from some player stalls in the main marketplace, none of which matched, a wool tunic, linen pants, leather shoulder wrap, a raggedy cloak, leather bracers, a cloth sash, a cloth skullcap over my dark blue hair, and soft leather boots that didn’t touch the ground.  I was at the leather cap, with cloth pieces covering the rest of my slots.  The bow I was using was a basic loot drop type of bow, a bow without a minimum skill requirement, but currently I was doing virtually no damage because I had the healer’s debuff on me…and that was on purpose.  Any time it fell off, I reapplied it by healing one of the others.  Doing squat for damage was giving me more opportunities work on clearing the rating tag from the skill.


I had better gear, but I didn’t want to use it because it would jack up my stats and make me hit much harder…and this wasn’t about doing damage.  This was about getting as many opportunities as possible to adjust to using a bow while hovering.  But, I also didn’t want to be completely naked, because if a higher skill player was in the area, he could effectively one-shot me and I’d lose the XP and gold I had on me.  So, I’d found a happy medium by getting some low-tier cloth and leather drops from the player marketplace the focused on stamina to raise my hit points as high as possible, but didn’t have any offensive stats or bonuses to keep my damage low.  That kind of gear was very cheap in the marketplace.


With respect to my riot of mismatched gear, I looked like any other starting player who’d made a friend that loaned them some money for gear.  But the fact I was a Djinn made me look entirely out of place here, and I’d run into a couple of issues with other players attacking me, thinking I was a monster.  Since I wasn’t considered a player, they entirely could attack me, even though I was technically on their faction.  While I was a Djinn, I was considered an NPC in all ways, including losing the protection a player usually gets while in their own faction territory.


I didn’t kill any of them.  I know a couple of spells that incapacitate rather than kill, and I used those on them and just flew out of reach.  Though, as a Djinn, I could have.  I could potentially grief my own faction using my Legendary skill.

Mrima and the kids loved having me there, because if things got out of hand, I could stop shooting arrows and basically explode whatever it was that was threatening them.  My Spellcasting skills are more than high enough to melt the face of about any monster in faction territory, even in my crappy gear and with the healing debuff applied to me.  Even with the debuff applied, I could do enough damage to effectively one-shot any monster in the area with an attack spell because my Spellcasting skill is that high and the monsters here have Magic Resist ratings that low.  We were in the Dark Thicket, right along the border of the Umbral Plain, killing gibberlings for a quest the kids were doing.  Gibberlings are very large humanoids with two heads, like Ettins from human folklore, and they got their name because one of the heads was almost always speaking nonsense words.  They were big enough for me to get clear firing lanes, and they were enough of a challenge for Mrima and the kids that they were getting some good XP and money off them.  Many players in the faction farmed gibberlings for the money they dropped, which was why I’d had to protect myself from other players a few times.  The gibberlings were well known and popular among lower skill players, trying to raise cash to upgrade their gear so they could brave the neutral territories.

I’d been working almost nonstop for four days since returning to Freeport.  I was still waiting for the next quest in the Grand Crusade, so I was using that time to master using my skills in Djinn form.  I’d managed to do a lot of work.  I’d fully acclimated to fighting with swords in Djinn form, and now I was working on bows.  Yesterday, I’d spent ten continuous hours working on Imbue Arrow, raising the skill by a whopping 103 points and getting really comfortable with it.  I got used to firing the bow without my feet on the ground, and got a solid grip on the range of Imbue Arrow; it wasn’t line of sight.  It only had a range of about 80 meters, where if I used the bow without using Imbue Arrow, I had a range of nearly 130 meters with the crappy bow I was using now.  My range would increase when I got a much better bow, but the range of Imbue Arrow would not.  But still, 80 meters was some serious range, more than enough to let me blast people on the ground and stay outside of the range of most spells and about anything but a bow or crossbow.

My choice to use my Djinn form as a mage archetype was the correct one, I discovered after that marathon training session.  Imbue Arrow may be a racial skill, but it used mana just like a spell, and the damage it did was dependent on my Imbue Arrow skill and my Intelligence stat.  If I wanted to cast effective spells, I also needed a deep mana pool to be able to practice and use them   While I do have mana in human form, my gear isn’t designed around expanding my mana pool, so I have a very small mana pool.  I usually have enough mana to cast four or five useful spells in rapid succession before I use it up, and then let Mana Regeneration refill it, a process that takes about three minutes.  So, to practice as much as possible, I need to expand my mana pool as much as I can.  I got into a rhythm yesterday of burning my entire mana pool on Imbue Arrow, then allowing my Mana Regeneration skill to refill the bar in about 45 seconds.  That skill was the same in Djinn form as it was in human form, and it’s high enough to refill my entire rather small mana pool in Djinn form quickly. 

I’d gotten to know Mrijin and Mralla much better over the last few days, and I could see why Mrima was so proud of them.  They were both very, very smart—smart enough to win coveted slots to come study at the Academy in person—friendly, witty, and nearly as charming as their mother.  Mrijin was smarter than Mralla, I could tell, but Mralla was one of the Pai that had very strong telekinetic ability.  All Pai were telekinetics, but most were like Mrima, only able to lift about fifteen to twenty kilograms.  For a Pai living in a tall world, her ability was very useful to her, able to fetch things usually out of her reach.  But Mralla was capable of picking up nearly seventy kilograms with her power, which was quite considerable among her people.  She’d had the option to go to one of the schools on Paian that trained telekinetic power, but had decided to come to the Academy instead to study plasma systems.  She was taking a course in telekinesis here, one of the ones taught by Pai instructors at the Academy.


After the gibberling went down, the kids looted the body and I cast a healing spell on them to raise them back to full, then reclaimed my arrows, having them reappear in my quiver one by one.  Mrima was using that axe I got for her from the Underdark—she was in love with that axe—and her kids had also decided for melee weapons.  Mrijin was using a footman’s halberd, and Mralla was using a two-handed sword, both of which I made.

Seriously, what was it about Pai playing this game that made them go for big weapons?


I was about to ask if they were done with their quests, but a mail falcon drifted down and landed on my shoulder.  Mail falcons were about the only thing in the game that knew I was a player instead of an NPC, because they were part of the game’s mail system.  I took the message it had in a back pouch, and it took off and flew back towards Twinfang.


This was from Savar, she was the only person who would send me mail.  We hadn’t friended each other, but since I knew her name, I could send her mail through the in-game mail system.  I’d sent her a letter asking if she would meet me somewhere, and it had taken her nearly two days to reply.


I read it as the others prepared to move:  Hello Xen, sorry it took me a while to answer.  I haven’t been on for a couple of days, dealing with IRL.  Work stuff, bleh.  Of course I’ll meet you!  I’m still in Savalda, so how about the Dewdrop Inn?  If you’re in Freeport, it’ll be about the same amount of travel time for both of us.  I’ll buy, since you have to use a scion crystal..

“Sorry guys, Savar finally got back to me.  We’re going to meet,” I told them as I slung my bow over my shoulder.  “That means I have to go.”


“She did, eh?” Mrima called, walking over to me.  With me as a Djinn, I was taller than her.  The fact that my feet were nearly half a meter off the ground just made me that much taller.  “What took so long?”


“She said she had work stuff and couldn’t log on,” I answered.  “You three gonna be okay on your own?”


“We’ll be fine, Xen,” Mrijin smiled.  “We’re done with our quest, I just got the last set of orders.  So we were gonna go back to Darkspire anyway.”

“That was timely,” I said, returning to human form, which caused my equipment to switch to my human form leather gear and the hilts of my Souldblades of Shatra Sha over my shoulders.


“So where does the other stuff go?” Mrijin asked.


“I’m not sure, I guess it’s just in limbo or something.  It’s not in my item storage, and I don’t get the stat bonuses for it when I’m in the other form.  I’ll have to change back to take off that crap gear and put on the real gear I have for it.  For now, this is how it works, so I have to roll with it.  Gotta admit, I’ve been having fun with it,” I chuckled.  “It gives me a good reason to hang out with you guys.  I get to do something productive, not just sit around and feel like you’re completely wasting my time,” I grinned at them.


The cubs laughed.  “If that’s how you feel, don’t come back, Xen,” Mralla winked.


“Is that how it is?  Give me back my stuff.”


“Oh no, it’s bound now!” Mrijin laughed.


“You’ll pay me back for it, cub, trust me,” I said in a dangerous voice, which made him laugh again.


Given I was already close to the Umbral Plain, it only took me about half an hour in Djinn form to reach the scion hidden in the Midnight Glade, and once I was in the Sea of Grass, it was only about half an hour or so to Dewdrop Village.  When I got there, I headed for the post office and wrote out a letter to Savar, which vanished in a flash of magic when I put it in the box.  The way it worked was that it would reappear in whichever post office Savar was closest to, then a mail falcon would carry it the rest of the way.  If she was in Savalda, she’d get the message in just a couple of minutes.

And she did.  I got a reply by the time I got to the Dewdrop Inn, and it said that Savar was on the way to Dewdrop and would be there in a couple of hours.  I used the time waiting productively, working on Translocation, and was rewarded with three skillups before Savar arrived.  That put me within 14 of being able to use Teleport.


She met me at the table we used last time, greeting me in the Savasa custom of bumping the back of her clawed hand against mine.  “So, what’s up, Xen?” she asked brightly.


“Outside of just enjoying your company, I do have something of a commission for you,” I said.  “How high is your fletching skill?”


“It’s around sixteen hundred, why?  Want me to make you a bow?” she asked.


I nodded.  “But it’s going to be a bit of an unusual bow, Savar,” I told her.  I pushed back enough to access my Bag of Carrying, then I pulled the crappy bow I’d been using out of it.  Her eyes widened a bit as the entire thing came free.

“That’s a witchwood bow, a loot drop,” she said.  “But it’s so big.”


“I need you to make me a bow like this,” I told her, holding it out.  “It has to be sized for someone who’s around three meters tall.”


“Three meters?”


I nodded.  “But this is where it’s going to get a little weird, Savar.  The bow needs to have as high a damage rating as you can put on it, but its stats need to be aligned for a spellcaster,” I stressed.  “So it needs to focus on agility, intelligence, willpower, and bonus mana.”


“It’s going to need strength too, so whoever needs it can draw the bow.  A bow that big is going to need some strength to draw,” she said professionally, taking the bow.


“I’m the one who needs it.  And I guess I can show you why, at least if we go somewhere private.”


“Really?”


“It has to do with the skill I have,” I said carefully.


“Oh.  Ohhh!” she said with sudden animation.  “Let’s head out towards the mesas, then.”


We traveled for about fifteen minutes, well away from the village and alone.  “First and foremost, you have to promise me that you won’t tell anyone else about this,” I said seriously when we stopped.  “I told you that this skill is how I hide from players like Emelda.  If she finds out about it, it’s going to put me in real danger.”


“I won’t tell anyone,” she said with a stately nod.


I believed her.  I truly felt that I could trust Savar.  That was why I was going to show her one of my greatest secrets.


“Alright.  Now, don’t freak out.”  I set the bow down, took a few steps back to get room, and changed, which caused my gear to swap to some of the gear I’d had stored for Djinn form that I’d replace with spellcasting gear, which I’d used illusion magic to pattern after the type of clothes that Djinn wore.  The cloth robe I’d had was changed to look like a blue vest with gold trim that didn’t close over my chest, leaving my torso bare, and my belt and leggings were changed into a wide gold sash and a pair of flared leggings common with Djinn.  But I refuse to wear pointy shoes, so my boots were unchanged.  She gasped when she looked up at me, as I picked up the bow.


“Holy hairballs, is that you, Xen?” she said, hurrying up to me.


“Yeah.  This is my Legendary skill, Savar,” I said, putting my hand on my chest.  “It was really only useful as a way to travel long distances until I got the skill over a theshold number a little while ago.  So, now I’m gearing up this form so I can fight using it.  I need the bow for this form, and I’ve decided that I’m going to set up this form as a mage archetype.  So I need a bow suitable for a spellcaster, but one that still packs a punch so I can use the lightning arrows.”

“Oh yeah, Djinn have that lightning thing they use on their arrows,” she said, to which I nodded.  “That explains why you want a bow instead of a staff.  Anyway, if you want a good bow, it’s going to take more precision than around three meters, Xen.  I’m going to need some precise measurements, and since you have that bow, I can use it as a guide for the one I’ll make for you.  So go ahead and draw it so I can get an idea of how it fits you.”


Savar, it turned out, was quite professional about it.  She measured my arms and my body using a knotted cord and asked several questions, writing it all down on a piece of parchment.  “I don’t think you want anything made of metal, it might mess up that lightning thing,” she said after she measured me.  “I can make a fairly good bow for you to use, it’ll hit hard and boost your spellcasting stats.  The arrows, I can make you a full barrel of them sized for you.  They’ll need to be imbued so they’ll accept spells, like the ones I use for my arrow skills.  I’m not sure if your lightning arrow thing works on arrows that aren’t made to be imbued.”


“It will, I’ve already tried it.  Besides that, arrows you make will do more damage just because you’re such a good fletcher.  So I’ll take the arrows.”


“Sounds good to me.  I can make a recurve bow to reduce the size a bit, and I can make it look quite fancy but still function well, or I can make it plain. Which do you prefer?”


“Fancy gear attracts attention.”


“You’ll be a Djinn, Xen.  You’re going to attract attention anyway.”


I had to laugh.  “True.  Okay, make it a little fancy, but I prefer function over style.”


“Got it.  You want the absolute best I can make, or what I can make on a budget?”

“I can afford your best, so don’t hold anything back when you make it,” I told her confidently.  “So how much?”


“I’ll need to use specially prepared moonwood for the bow, I’ll use rattlesteel spider silk for the bowstring so it’ll never break, and the arrows will take gemstone dust, enchanted mithril, infused stonewood, and cockatrice feathers, so it’s not going to be cheap,” she said absently as she wrote more on her piece of parchment.  “In materials, it’s gonna cost about twenty three thousand gold,” she said.  “It’ll take me a few days to make the bow, but that’s no biggie.  I’m just waiting for the next quest. The arrows I can make when I have the time here and there.  You’ll get the bow first, then some arrows for it a little later.”


“I’m waiting too,” I nodded.  I opened my item storage window and brought up my bank, then I sent a trade request to her.  She didn’t blink when I put 30,000 gold in my trade and offered it.


“That’s too much.”


“You deserve to be paid for your work, Savar,” I told her simply.


She gave me a look.  “I don’t charge friends, Xen.”


“Then consider the extra as insurance in case the markets are high,” I told her.  “And you can give back what you don’t spend.”


“Well, alright,” she said, accepting the gold.  “If you have any moontouched rubies or black star sapphires, I can use them for the arrows. That will save you some money.”

“Don’t have either of those,” I told her.

“Okay, now that we’ve gotten that out of the way,” she said, putting her parchment away.  “What’s it like being like that?”


“I don’t feel any different, well, except for being a whole meter taller, and this,” I said, pointing at the ground, drawing attention to the fact that I was hovering with my booted toes just above the ground.  “I can fly like this, which was really all it was good for until I got the skill over 1,500,” I said with a laugh.  “So up until last week, it was really only useful for getting to high places without having to climb and traveling long distances quickly.  My gear does switch, but the stats from my human gear don’t carry over to this form, I have to have an entirely different set of gear just for this form.  I decided to focus on magic with this form, because I can fly to get out of range of warrior types, and the imbue arrow skill relies on spellcasting stats for its damage.”


“If you can fly, you can just get up out of reach and blast people with magic,” she said with a knowing nod.  “And when you run out of mana, it’s bow time.”


“Exactly,” I agreed, then I changed back to human form.  “Now then, I’m getting hungry, so let’s go get some dinner,” I offered.


We spent another very pleasant evening at the Dewdrop Inn, enjoying the excellent cooking of the halfling innkeeper and his wife and savoring some quality halfling ale.  And after eating, we talked.  We talked for hours, all through the afternoon and right up until the inn more or less threw us out so they could close.  And as we talked, more and more, little bits and pieces of our real lives started to slip.  I found out that Savar lived on Earth—which made sense since she was playing on our servers—but she wasn’t human.  She was a Shio, who in my opinion are a very handsome race, and remarkably human-like in their culture and customs.  That was why she was so relatable to me, our two races have similar cultural mores.


That little blurb came out when we were laughing over my modesty, after she asked why I didn’t use the form before and I told her because I’d change to Djinn form and be naked.  Shio were a modest race, like humans, and she admitted that she chose a Savasa and her bare-breasted outfit to be as different from being Shio as possible.  She admited she was almost mortified for the first couple of months playing without a top, but eventually she got used to it.  Besides, since her breasts were covered in fur, she intimated that it almost felt like she was wearing something over them.


She confirmed that she was indeed a she in real life, and that she lived in Sao Paolo, Brazil, working for a Shio company that had a regional headquarters there.  That put her close to my time zone, which explained why she was almost always on at the same time I was.

I reciprocated, telling her about working for Merrane Macrotechnology in Jacksonville, and told her that I was a typical wage slave without telling her exactly what I did.  I told her I was a human, and that I took human in the game because I wasn’t entirely sure about playing a different race.  But one subject did come up that made me feel uncomfortable.


“Was it as bad as the stories say?” she asked in a compassionate voice.  “When the Faey came?  We have a few Terrans in the office, and they said that things were very ugly in the first days of the subjugation.”


“I…I don’t like to talk about that,” I told her after a moment.  “But yes, it was bad, Savar.  It was very bad, at least for those of us who were put on farms and forced to work.”

She looked at me, then sighed.  “Forget I asked,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to—“


“It’s alright,” I cut her off. “It’s over, and I’m in a better place now.  If you can call an efficiency apartment in a high rise that has at least a partial view of the ocean fifteen kilometers away a better place,” I chuckled.


“Tell me about it.  I live in a one bedroom up on the hillside, but my apartment faces the hillside, so all I can see is the next building over,” she told me with a smile.  “I was in my first year of academy when we evacuated to Terra during the war, and my dorm room wasn’t much smaller, so I’m used to it.  At least now I don’t have an obnoxious roommate.”


I had to laugh.  “Do you like it here better than the Federation?”


“I do now.  I was one of the refugees that was evacuated off Shio Prime before the Consortium attacked it during the war, and I just never moved back.  I’ve been on Terra ever since.  I worked odd jobs, just bouncing around without any plan or direction until I decided to make a life for myself here and got serious.  I went to one of the trade schools they have here to train workers for all the new jobs, then got hired here.  Sao Paolo is a gorgeous place, and it’s warm enough here for me to enjoy the climate,” she told me.  “It took me a while to get used to being around Faey.  They creep me out a little,” she admitted.


“Join the crowd.  Any work in your company?”


“Lots, but none in my division, thank Mellora,” she answered.


“Same.  The only Faey that work here are the executives from the home office.  The rest of us are mostly humans they hired to do the work.  Mostly.  My best friend at work is a Pai.”


“A Pai?  I’ve never met one.”


“She’s a sweetheart,” I chuckled.  “Her kids go to the Academy, and she moved here to be closer to them.  She sends almost her entire paycheck to them,” I told her.  “I got them all into the game so they can see each other without traveling,” I added with a chuckle.

“I’d love to meet them,” she said with a smile.


“That’s up to them, but I can always ask,” I told her.

Her eyes turned blank a second, as she partially delinked to access something in real life, then she sighed.  “And speaking of work, I just got called in,” she said with a frown on her muzzle.  “I’m sorry, Xen.  I’d offer to buy you dinner tomorrow too, but I have to get to work on your bow.  That’s going to keep me busy for a few days.”


“I understand.  I’ll just head back to Freeport.  I more or less have to stay there, if Emelda catches me out in the world, she’ll take another shot.  She’s still majorly pissed off at me.”


“I know,” she chuckled.  “Me too, for that matter.  All of us who left the guild, that is.”


“I’ll just use the time waiting for both the bow and the next quest working on the swords I’m going to make for my Djinn form, so I won’t be bored.  Truth be told, it’s been kinda fun.  It’s like I rerolled on another server, but I have access to all my items and gold.”

“Well, the bow I’m making won’t be a twink item.  No doubt it’s gonna have a fairly high minimum skill requirement,” she warned.


“I know, that’s why I’m going to work on raising my bow skill once finish the swords,” I nodded.  “Just in case.”

“What’s your bow skill normally?”


“Thirteen sixty three.”

“I can make something really nice you can equip with a skill that high.  But, to be warned, the bow I make will probably have an even higher minimum skill requirement, so work on that bow skill,” she said, standing up.  She bumped the back of her hand against mine.  “Alright, I’ll send you a letter when it’s done.”


“I’ll be waiting,” I told her.  “Good luck with work.”


“Meh,” she said, which made me laugh.


She hurried into the inn so she could log out, and I sat there a while and thought about what we’d talked about…and felt a little guilty not offering to put her on my friend list.  She’d earned my trust in that regard, to the point where I revealed my Djinn form to her, and I was convinced she wouldn’t use it to tell Emelda where I am—you can see the location of the people on your friend list—and it was a bit rude of me to not make the offer.  I really didn’t think about it, I’m so used to being solo, I honestly forget about the friend list sometimes.  Mine only has one name on it, and that’s Mrima’s character.

I’d see her again in a few days.  I could make up for my rudeness then.


I was nearly giddy as I looked at the skill list.


I’d done it.  I’d finally done it.


Translocation: 1,250.


I’d decided that since I was so close to reaching the threshold that I put everything else on hold and buckled down to get those last 14 points.  Making the swords could wait, because I wasn’t really going to deck out my Djinn form until after I had the bow from Savar.  It had taken me two days to do it, but I finally did it.


And now it was done.  I immediately retrieved the spell scroll from my item storage and activated it, which allowed me to learn the spell.


And it was done.  I now knew Teleport.  I had the ability to teleport to the nearest scion if I had no marked destination scion in mind, mark scions to teleport to them (only three scions right now, but I’d be able to mark more as my skill went up), and use scions without having to use a scion crystal…and those were not cheap.  I waited for my mana to regen, almost dancing in place waiting in eager anticipation, then I used the spell.


It took 97% of my mana to cast, and much to my shock, it did not take me to the Midnight Glade.  There was a scion even closer to Freeport than that one?  I looked around and found myself in a what was clearly an underground chamber, a very large one that was shaped like a dome, with the scion in the center and a single passage leading out of it.  Curious, I advanced up the passage, and when it ended in a blank stone wall, I searched around for a button or lever to open a secret door.  I found that it was a certain flagstone on the floor, and when the wall opened by magic rather than by some mechanical contraption, I recognized the tunnel into which it opened immediately.  This was a sewer tunnel underneath Freeport.


There was a scion underneath Freeport?  I’d never known!


But it wasn’t a complete shock.  Even though Freeport was a very old city, had been here for a thousand years in game lore, it wasn’t the first city in this location.  Freeport was built on the foundations of one of the abandoned cities of the Ancients, the game’s history said the village that would become Freeport was built form the stones of the ruins of that ancient city.  The scion, it had to be part of the original Ancient city, since the scions were also a remant of the six Ancient civilizations that had once spanned all across the planet of Arca.

The question was, where did that scion go?


I returned to the scion and stepped within the four curved tines, and then cast Teleport once again to activate the scion.  And almost immediately, I was beyond glad I had Faerune, because I appeared underwater!  I appeared within the boundary of a scion that was at the bottom of the ocean, deep enough for me to see no light above and feel the water pressure around me (the water pressure mechanics in this game world weren’t the same in reality, so I didn’t have to worry about getting the Bends or suffering air embolisms or hypoxia), but Faerune allowed me to see.  It was an ancient ruin of massive, tumbled stones, a gigantic plaza of some sort, and there were twelve scions in a ring with a thirteenth scion in the center.  Near as I could tell, the scion in which I appeared was to the east of the central scion.  Beyond the plaza holding the scions, there were the ghostly shapes of drowned buildings in every direction, most of them heavily damaged…probably from the cataclysm that had sunk this place into the ocean thousands of years ago.


This was something  I’d never seen before.  It was a hub system for scions.


It dawned on me.  That meant that this must be the ruins of Tur, the First City!


I’d found the First City!


I’ve read all kinds of lore about it in the materials the Ancients left behind.  There were six races of Ancients, and the oldest of them, known only as the Firstcomers, had built Tur and built the scion network that connected the Twin Worlds with magical gateways that allowed fast travel between points that may be on different planets.  The Firstcomers vanished before the other five races of the Ancients came to be, and the other Ancients devoted themselves to studying the advancements and magic of the race that had preceded them, much the same way modern Arcavians and Netheri study the Ancients.  There are several references to Tur, the First City, in historical texts left by the other Ancients, and even they had searched for the city, for they believed that it held the greatest secrets of the Firstcomers. 


Intrigued, I studied the other scions.  Nine of them were “dead” scions, meaning that the sister scion on the other side had been destroyed.  There was only one other scion in the ring that was operational, and going through it put me somewhere on Netherim.  When I went through, however, I discovered I couldn’t get back.  The scion was one-way!

Easily fixed.  I had to use up a very, very expensive consumable called a Crystal of Recall, which teleported me back to Freeport, back to my house.  That cost me 2,000 gold, but it sure beat spending days, maybe even weeks trying to find out where I was and finding a scion to get me back to Arcavia.


I returned to the Freeport scion using Teleport, and this time, I made sure to mark the scion so I could teleport back to it.  I returned to the First City and investigated the last scion, the one in the middle.  It was active, but I couldn’t activate it using a Teleport spell.  It was a locked scion, it required a specific crystal in order to activate, which was its key.


That meant that this scion had to go somewhere very dangerous, if the Firstcomers had locked it from this side to prevent silly mages from using it.


There are four types of scion crystals.  The basic crystal costs about fifty gold or so, which was a crystal that allowed a single person to use a scion.  It was a basic staple crystal for most players who used the scion system.  There was a more powerful version that sold for about 100 gold that activated the scion and caused everyone within its boundary to be transported using it, a “group transport” crystal.  However, it only worked on players in the same group.  The next crystal sold for about 250 gold, and it was a more powerful version of the group crystal meant to transport raids.  It teleported everyone within the boundary of the scion no matter if they were grouped or not, a “mass teleport” crystal.  The final crystal cost 1,000 gold from consumables NPC merchants.  It had no player recipe, it was only sold by NPC enchanters, and it behaved like the mass teleport version.  However, I knew that that crystal was required to get to the Citadel, because other servers had unlocked the Citadel and had explained how to get there in their tutorials.  You had to use that crystal, but you could use it at any of the major scions that were scattered across the Twin Worlds.  A major scion was different from a standard scion in that they were much larger, nearly twice as large, and I know where ten of them are on Arcavia.  But it didn’t work that way until someone found the Citadel Scion and went to the Citadel.  That unlocked the seal on the scions and allowed any major scion to be used to get to the Citadel.

I tried all four versions of crystal on this mysterious scion, and none of them worked.  That told me that crystals weren’t necessarily the only thing that could activate a scion, but I’d have to discover what the “key” was for this particular scion to find out where it went.


I studied the scion carefully, which was as clean and pristine as the day it was made, outside of having some mud and algae growing on the spires near the base of it.  I managed to find an inscription under some mud very nearly at the bottom, where the mud floor of the ocean met the spire, and had to dig in order to expose the entire inscription to read it, one I could read thanks to my fluency in all six Ancient languages:


Forged from sunlight, tempered in moonlight, the key to pass beyond lies in the Celestial Temple.

I knew exactly where to go.  The Firstcomers were famous for their metal implements and weapons, which were made of a metal called starsteel.  There were still some around, many raid loot weapons were made of it, because starsteel doesn’t rust or corrode, it’s virtually unbreakable, and starsteel conducts magical energy the way a copper wire conducts electricity.  Scion spires are made of starsteel.  My own swords are made of starsteel, though mine are black, and starsteel is usually the silvery-gray color of scion spires.  Tur was known for the Celestial Temple, the first church built to honor the Powers.  I’d need to find something made of starsteel within the temple here in Tur, and I remembered that all temples built by the Firstcomers had the same design.  I’d seen that design in books.

That sent me out into the drowned city.  I swam fairly high over the ruined buildings, searching for the telltale shape of a Firstcomer’s temple.


It took me nearly an hour to find it, and then I spent nearly two hours searching it.  I went through all the chambers in the temple, hunting for secret rooms or passages, searching for anything made of starsteel, but found nothing.


Nothing except the bell.


There was a bell in the temple s bell tower that was made of starsteel, where the rest of the bell mount points were empty, those bells corroding away to nothing long, long ago.  Now that was damn peculiar.  Most church and temple bells are made of bronze, even the ones in the ruins of Ancient cities.  But this bell was made of starsteel.


Welp, there’s only one thing to do.


I drew one of my swords and did my best to ring the bell by striking starsteel with starsteel, though doing it underwater is a massive pain.  To my shock, the bell rang so loudly that it hurt my ears and vibrated the water, clearly a magical response.  The ruins around me suddenly got murky as mud and sand were vibrated off the walls and sea floor, clouding the water.  The bell began to move on its own on its swinging mount, and a clapper I hadn’t seen inside shook off mud and grime and struck the bell, creating another painful shiver of sound through the water.  It tolled again, and the water around the bell was forced back violently…including me!  I was swept back with the water as it was driven back by the bell, driven out of the bell tower.  I saw an air pocket forming around the bell, and the water didn’t try to rush back in.

It was incredible, one of the most astounding things I’d ever witnessed.  The bell of the temple drove the water back, and back, and back, and back, a dome of air forming and growing with every toll of the bell, causing the water that came into contact with it to glow with azure magical light.  The magical dome wasn’t just pushing back the water, it was pushing back nearly two meters of mud on the sea floor, driving it off the original stone streets of the city.  I managed to get out of the water, landing on a newly cleaned street beside the temple, and I watched, absolutely awestruck, as the magic of the temple bell drove back the water and mud that covered the First City of Tur, driving it systematically all the way back to the city walls.  The walls were a perfect circle, and when the water reached them, there was a blazing flash of magical light that surged from the walls and up the water’s edge, the ring of light condensing down to a single blazing point when it reached the apex.  That blazing point of light did not fade, and it was so bright that it cast the entire city in light as bright as the noonday sun.

The First City of Tur may not have risen from the depths back to the surface, but in a way, it had restored itself to some semblance of habitability.


Oh.  My.  God.  I felt so incredibly lucky to have witnessed that!


And what was more, I was recording my simsense stream when it happened!  I had video of it!  Absolutely amazing!


When it was over, the First City of Tur was dry, excavated from the mud of the sea floor, and the streets were littered with the fallen stones of the ruined buildings from which they fell.  The magic of the bell hadn’t moved the fallen stones, I guess since they’re part of the city, but they weren’t just dropped down to the city streets.  They’d been pushed back with the mud, caught up with it, though they were immune to the pushing effect and fell through it whenever the mud wasn’t enough to push them.  That created a lot of stone debris on the streets, some of it quite large, choking off streets.


Okay…that probably had nothing to do with unlocking that scion, but that was just freakin’ awesome.


I returned to the temple and searched again, with it dry this time, and that made a difference.  I found a secret panel in the floor under the altar in the main worship chamber that had previously been covered over by a thick layer of mud, and inside it was what looked like a tuning fork, made of starsteel.

This had to be it.


I returned to the plaza and advanced up to the central scion.  It was a  major scion, much larger than the scions around it, and my fingers almost tingled when I stepped inside its boundary.  Usually to activate a scion a player touches the crystal to the inside curve of one of the spires, but I made sure to use the tuning fork on the same spire that held the inscription…just in case.  I rapped the starsteel tuning fork against the scion, and was rewarded by a sweet, clear musical note.  That note sustained, and then to my glee and anticipation, the spires of the scion began to reverberate with the same musical note.  They started to glow with a soft radiance, and before I knew it, the scion activated and I was transported away from the First City.

When I appeared somewhere else, I stopped dead, looking up and nearly having a heart attack and a seizure at the same time.


In the sky, on one horizon was Netherim.  On the other was Arca.  Beyond the scion, facing me, was a giant castle sitting on a gentle plain of violet colored grass, surrounded by a multitude of smaller buildings.

It…this was the Citadel!


Holy oh my God, it was the Citadel scion!


I couldn’t believe it!  I just couldn’t believe it!  I’d found the Citadel!

I nearly jumped out of my own skin when a gong boomed somewhere inside the city, and then the scion flared with intense light, making me shield my eyes.  “THE SEAL HAS BEEN BROKEN,” a voice boomed across the plain, so loud that it almost shivered the air itself.  “MORTALS HAVE COME TO THE CITADEL.”  One of the Agents of the Powers appeared high above me and then landed in front of me, then knelt so she was closer to my face—she was four meters tall—and presented something towards me.  “Thou hast found the Citadel, mortal,” she said in a rich voice, full of pride and respect.  “Know that with the breaking of the seal on the scions, all major scions have gained the permanent ability to send any mortal who uses them here, should they possess a sunfire star scion crystal.”  They were the crystals meant to reach the Citadel.  “Except for thee.  Thou hast broke the seal, and thou hast been attuned to the scions.  Thou canst use the scions to bring thyself and thy companions to this place without need of a crystal.  From this scion, the Nexus Scion, thou mayest travel to any scion upon the Twin worlds thou so desires, be it minor or major.  But for thee, intrepid adventurer whose drive to explore the unknown hath brought thee here, receive this boon, the reward for thy perseverence,” she said, offering up what looked like a golden rod.  “This rod confers upon thee the ability to use any scion to travel to any other scion thou mayest desire.  So long as it remains in thy possession, the scion network is at thy command.  Use the rod to activate a scion, and it will take thee to thy desired destination scion.”

I remembered reading about the rod on the forums.  It was called the Rod of Scion Mastery, and it was a magical device that would allow the wielder to temporarily connect any two scions together he pleased.  It was a unique item, there was only one on every server, and through a miracle of luck, it became mine.

You have no idea how powerful the rod is.  It would cut hours and hours off my travel times, hours usually consumed by me traveling from scion to scion to get to the scion I needed to use to get where I wanted to go.  With that rod, I could just go directly to my desired destination.  In a game like this, where distances were so vast, any item or spell that cut down on travel times was coveted, as the rarity of overwhelming demand for the Teleport spell attested.


With a trembling hand, I reached out and took hold of the rod.  It flared with light and I felt a magical charge rush through me, no doubt attuning me to the scion network.  I inspected it, and what hit me first and immediately was that the rod was not bound.  It could be taken from me, or stolen, or I could even sell it, so I had to be exceptionally careful with it.  It would have to stay in item storage at all times, and I would never use it where anyone else could see.  Others would know that the person that unlocked the Citadel would have that rod, and that would make me even more of a target if they knew it was me.

Something like that?  There would definitely be people out there who would devote themselves to taking it for themselves.  Its value was almost beyond worth, since it was the only one of its kind on the server.

“Welcome to the Citadel, mortal.  Mayest thou grow and learn during thy stay here.”


The Agent flew up into the sky, but I didn’t watch her.  I was almost in shock, just standing there and looking towards Citadel City, which was at the end of the white stone road that extended from the scion platform, about half a kilometer away.  An entire city to explore before anyone else could start messing with things.


A city that would become the main hub for all players on the server.  I’d saved my gold to buy a shop here when the Citadel was opened, because I knew it would see far, far more traffic than my place in Freeport…what better place to open a shop than the one place most players would come?.

I just hoped I had enough gold to do it.  A house here would be so ridiculously expensive that it would price virtually everyone out of the market, and when the merchant barons got up here, they’d buy all the prime property.  I’d never get a chance like this again, to buy the best house in the best location before I had any competitors.

Grand Crusade…pft.  This was much more exciting!


But I had to move.  If other players on the server kept up with the forums, then no doubt there were people running madly towards the nearest consumables NPC merchant to buy the crystals that would get them here.  The people with Teleport may be here within minutes, able to grab a crystal and teleport to the nearest major scion, if they had one marked, and I didn’t want anyone to know that I was the one that unlocked the Citadel.  So I jerked myself into motion and rushed the 500 meters from the scion to the edge of the city, intent on getting out of sight before the first player appeared in the scion behind me.


Everything else was forgotten.  I spent hours exploring the city, learning where things were and talking to some of the NPCs.  There were no mortal races here, there were the three races of the Celestial Beings: the Agents, the Arkons, and the Demons.  The Agents and the Demons were mortal enemies, but in this city, they walked the streets without attacking each other.  This was neutral ground according to the game lore, where the agents of the Powers and the agents of Chaos could meet to discuss matters of celestial import without fighting one another.  The Arkons were the “neutral” race, catering to both sides, and were very human-like in appearance…outside of the glowing eyes and being over two meters tall.  I gathered all kinds of information about the city, its residents, and the surrounding wilderness, preparing for my first forays into what I knew was the most dangerous place in the game, a place that would be the ultimate test of my soloing skills.  Out there, even the passive animals had insane stats and skill levels, allowing them to obliterate anyone that wasn’t ready for it.  It was like an entire mini-planet full of boss mobs, and I honestly wasn’t sure if I was ready to try to solo here.  The rest of the mini-planet or moon or whatever was wild, with extremely powerful monsters and even more powerful bosses, 62 new dungeons, and 22 raids, each one designed to be a stepping stone to get the raiding group geared up for the final raid.  The final raid was the Citadel itself, but nobody on this server would be setting foot in there for a long, long time.  For that matter, I was certain that nobody was going to be manage to clear any of the dungeons anytime soon.  I’d bet that the best geared and skilled players on the server would struggle to kill a single overworld trash mob in a group.

The monsters here were that powerful.

For that matter, the Citadel itself wasn’t just a raid.  It was a self-contained zone that had small outdoor areas for questing and grinding XP, several dungeons within the Citadel itself meant for uber-geared and super-high skilled groups, and the Citadel raid itself, which was the “end raid,” the most dangerous and challenging raid in the game.  Only endgame players dared set foot in the Citadel, where even the weakest trash mob could wipe the floor with the unprepared.  Not even us Champions stood a chance in there, not with the gear and skill levels we had now.


I saw my first other player about two hours after I started exploring, and it was just bad luck that it was Emelda.  She didn’t see me, thankfully, moving with a couple of her guildmates down one of the major streets.  I moved more carefully after that, because more players started to show up over the hours.


My exploration culminated on one of the main streets near the center of the Trades Ward long after I should have logged off and went to bed.  I was standing on the landing of a building sitting on a corner between two major streets. This was the optimal location for a shop, I’d decided.  It was very close to the city’s player marketplace—which would have stalls in it very soon, as soon as the merchant barons got up here—several very important NPC merchants, the bank, the post office, and the inn.  The main boulevard was a straight shot right to the scion, and the other street led right to the largest player marketplace in the Ward, which was just a block away.  This corner would see tons of traffic, and if I ever wanted to open my own shop, it would have great visibility.  The building was empty, meaning I could claim it, and it was surprisingly big.  It was designed to have a shop on the ground floor, a workshop behind the shop area for working on tradeskills, and an apartment above it for living, giving me a ton of living space.  The stairs up to the apartment were in the workshop, but there was another stairwell in the back of the building outside that would let me get into the apartment without coming through the shop.  The apartment above was three floors, the rooms were very large with very high ceilings—designed for Arkons—high enough for me to move around the apartment in Djinn form, with large arched passageways with no doors between them.  It had a balcony that opened from the top floor master bedroom that would give someone a commanding view of the boulevard below.   And to top it all off, the roof was flat and had a large garden on it, with a small stairhouse at one end leading down into the building.  The entire top of the roof was covered in dirt and grass, and had flower beds, stone walkways, and even a couple of small trees resembling weeping willows, all enclosed in a waist-high wrought iron fence to keep anyone from wandering off the edge, along with a stone lip to hold in the dirt and provide drainage via pipes and gutters.  It was like a courtyard of a Spanish home compound put on the roof instead.

It was perfect.  This was the house I was going to buy.


I put my hand on the For Sale icon and almost paled when I saw the asking price.  Five million gold!


I nearly swallowed my tongue.  I’d never seen a price tag that high, on anything.  And this wasn’t even the largest building on the street for sale!  My God, how much would one of the big buildings over by the craftsmen’s district cost, the kind a guild would buy for its guild headquarters?  Ten million?  Fifteen million?

Five million gold.  I had to think very long and very hard about that.  True, I’d been making tons of money for a long time, and I had the money to buy the house.  But it was almost all the gold I had, and I had plans to buy some other stuff.  If I bought the house, I’d be almost completely wiped out.  I’d only have about 173,000 gold left, which for me was being broke.  But, a shop in this location would allow me to earn money fairly fast, because it was in the perfect location and very soon, thousands of players were going to be passing by it.

This house wasn’t going to be available forever…maybe not even for the rest of the week.  Once the merchant barons in Alder’s Bluff and Serrathon started to move up here, they’d buy a building like this to turn into a shop for their goods, because it was in the perfect location.  If I didn’t buy it now, the house would not be here when I did want it.


I had a choice.  Buy the house, or hold onto my money for the spells and items I’d been trying to buy for over six months.

Oh well.

I put my hand on the sign again, and when it asked me if I wanted to buy the house, I chose yes.  The sign disappeared, a window appeared in my field of vision informing me that five million gold had been deducted from my bank, and a key appeared in midair and floated down to my hand.  I took it and stepped up to the door, put it in the keyhole, and turned it.  That finalized the sale, making the house officially mine.

The key flashed with light and vanished, and a window appeared in my field of vision informing me that I was now the owner of this property.  I didn’t need the physical key to open the door, it was just a means for a player to establish official ownership over a house.  Any door or window in the house would open when I put my hand on it and willed it, but I could set the doors or windows so they were locked or unlocked, even open a door with a verbal command, allowing others in.


I stepped in almost reverently, into a fairly large, empty shop area, with nothing in it but a counter in the back that had a large, stout door that opened to the workshop beyond behind it, a surprisingly large workshop more than large enough to support the crafting equipment I’d need to practice multiple tradeskills.  That made the house even more valuable.

The possibilities!  I could set up the workshop to work on tradeskills other than blacksmithing without having to rent space at an NPC.  I could move all my tradeskill stuff from my house in Freeport, maybe even just sell that house now that I had this one and get some of my money back.  I could store my money here instead of in the bank if I so wished, which might be more convenient  And when I finally got Succor, I could set its destination here, giving me access to the Nexus Scion, which was closer to this building than the scion under Freeport was to the house I owned there.  Since the Nexus Scion would allow me to go to any other scion I’ve previously used or touched, I wouldn’t need to use the Rod of Scion Mastery in a place where other players could see it.

But for now, it was nothing but an empty building.  It had no furniture, no decorations, no nothing…but furnishing it was going to be cheap and easy for me. Furniture in this game is very expensive, I think the game devs use property and furniture as a means to drain gold out of the economy to keep inflation down.  For me, however, it was going to be quick and painless, because I can conjure permanent furniture.  It’s nothing but wood and cloth, after all..


And now, I was in a new dilemma.  I’ve wanted Succor half of forever, but Succor was a spell that could cost upwards of 500,000 gold in those rare times it showed up in a player marketplace.  I now I only had about 173,000 gold left, which wasn’t enough.  I’d have to save more gold, cut back on my consumables, maybe do a couple of weeks of dedicated gold farming to rebuild my money, which was possible for me.


One of the benefits of being an accomplished explorer is that I know of places to make gold that most other players don’t, and I keep them secret.  Hell, I can earn pretty good money through reselling, by buying supplies in Freeport and selling them to NPC factions that don’t have easy access to those kinds of goods.  And in this game, there are things like unmined ore deposits, gems, valuable materials and supplies that players can collect.  Hell, I’ve made good money by mining, mining deposits of gold, gems, and mithril in the Underdark and selling it in the markets at Alder’s Bluff.  I know of several places where I can make a very tidy profit, if I put some effort into it.  I never bothered before, because I had millions of gold in the bank and I didn’t consider it to be worth the effort.  And now I’d have to do it, because I needed the money.  If I saw a Succor spell show up in a market and I didn’t have the money to buy it, I’d never forgive myself.

But, the first thing I needed was a bed.  Having a bed would allow me to log out completely from the house, so I wouldn’t have to pay money to log out in an inn.  I could log out in the house, but it would work the same way Create Shelter would, my body would still be here.  But, since I’d be inside my own house, there was no danger.  No player can get into a player-owned house unless the owner invites him in, and on top of that, the owner of a house is absolutely invulnerable while inside his house, like a safe zone on steroids.  That prevents people that the owner invites in from betraying him and attacking him, though the owner can attack another player within the boundaries of his own house.  But still, the first thing I did need was a bed, because I still didn’t feel entirely comfortable with the idea of my body being visible within the house.  Someone could look in through a window and see me, so I had to be able to log out completely.  And for that, I’d need a bed.


There was so much to do…so much to do!

I knew that I was going to have all kinds of fun for the next couple of weeks.  But for now, I absolutely had to log off.  I had to be at work in five hours, and I had to get some sleep.  So, I used Conjuring to whip up a comfy bed in the master bedroom, climbed into it, and logged out, my mind racing with all the things I needed to do over the next couple of days..

There was no doubt that what happened would hit the gaming site news feeds.


CO Today had the headline on the main page that summed it up, Citadel Unlocked on Methrian Server! followed up by a brief article about it.  The article made mention that nobody knew who had done it, that the lucky player that found the scion hadn’t come forward, but it did give our small server its due in noting that we unlocked it before quite a few much larger and more progressed servers.  The article also dryly noted that the players on Methrian wouldn’t be able to do very much there for a long time, since they didn’t have the gear or skill average ratings to handle even the weakest mobs on Citadel.  It would be a major accomplishment for just about anyone on Methrian to manage to even kill a squirrel, let alone a mob that might drop loot.  And the prices of stuff in Citadel City would wipe out even the merchant barons in short order if they tried to buy and resell it..

I couldn’t keep the secret forever, though.  During lunch, I had to spill to someone, and Mrima was conveniently right there, on top of not being the kind to talk if I asked her not to.  As soon as she was settled on the table, munching away on her cat food, I leaned over with a big smile on my face.  “I had the best day ever yesterday in the game, Mri,” I told her in a low voice.

“Oooh, what happened?”


“I found the Citadel,” I told her.


She gasped.  “You found the Citadel?” she said in a loud voice, which made me start and hush her hastily.


“Keep it down!  And yes I did,” I grinned broadly.  “The scion was at the bottom of the ocean.  I almost had a heart attack when I used it to see where it went and found myself on the Citadel,” I said ruefully.  “I spent almost all night exploring the city.”


“What’s it like?”


“Large and open, and very clean,” I answered.  “The architecture isn’t like anything in the Twin Worlds.  Most of the buildings are made out of some kind of pristine white stone, like marble, and there’s a lot of gold leaf, stained glass, and brass and bronze in with it.  Most of the buildings have lawns and gardens on their roofs.”


“That is so cool!” she said with a little squeal of delight.


“That’s not the best part.  I bought a house there,” I said with a barely contained grin.


“No way!  A house?” she gasped.  “Was it expensive?  You said houses are expensive.”


“It cost me five million gold, but it was worth it,” I told her, then explained that part of it.  “But the best part of it was, I got to pick the house I wanted.  So I took my time and found a really good one, in a great location that I can turn into a shop to sell stuff I conjure in Djinn form.”


“Kev, do you know how much of a killing you could make?” she said suddenly.  “If the shop is in as good a location as you say, almost every player is going to see it!  And if you already have the house, you can get your shop set up now and cash in, establish a clientelle before the merchant barons establish themselves in the city!”

“I know, but I’m not planning on doing it anytime soon.  I want a couple of the merchant barons to get up and running first.  It will help conceal the fact that I was the one that found the Citadel, and that would make some people that really don’t like me already absolutely hate me.  Players like Emelda don’t believe I deserve to have anything nice because I don’t raid.  If they found out I was the one that found the Citadel, that I have the Rod of Scion Mastery, they very well may dedicate their lives to taking it from me.  That would make my game experience a living hell.”


“Kev, best friend ever, can you take me and the cubs there and let us see it?”


“Yeah, I can,” I chuckled.  “The way there is in Freeport, so I can get you there.  I can pick you up in Twinfang when we get home and take you there and show you around.  Oh, I finally got Translocation up high enough to use Teleport.  That was how I found the scion,” I told her.  “I cast it from inside Freeport, certain it would take me to the scion in Midnight Glade, but it didn’t.  It sent me to a scion under Freeport instead, one I had no idea was there, and that scion connects to a scion in a ruined city at the bottom of the ocean.  The Citadel scion is there, in the city.”

“And since so few people play humans, you’re probably the first one to use Teleport from Freeport,” she reasoned, then she laughed.  “Guess there really was a good reason to play a human after all,” she said with a fanged grin.  “It let you unlock the Citadel.”


“Not arguing that,” I chuckled.  “Wait.  I can do it, but we’ll have to do it the other way.”


“Why?”


“Because I can only take people who are in my group,” I told her.  “I can’t risk grouping with you guys, I may pick up a group quest.  But, what I will do is use the scion crystals I already have to get you there and to get back,” I told her.  “I keep plenty of them in my inventory, and I have just one of the scion crystals you need to get to the Citadel.  You can use that crystal to get there, and I can use Teleport to get myself there.”

“Sounds fun!” she said eagerly.


And it was fun.  As soon as I logged on, I first tended to the shop project, and I did that by returning to Freeport and using my extensive contacts with the merchants of the city to buy all the equipment I needed to run a proper shop, stuff I can’t conjure because it has metal in it. It was much cheaper in Freeport than Citadel City, and the marvels of item storage allowed me to carry around things like bookshelves, counters, and display cases without needing a wagon.  I then borrowed a gryphon to get me out to where they were, at the village of Darkspire on the edge of the Umbral Plain.  We then embarked on a four hour journey to get back to Freeport by horse.  I then took them down into the sewers and to the scion under the city, then I explained how the crystals work to her.  She’d never used a scion before.  “The small blue crystal is the one you need to use here,” I told her.  “If you use it, you’ll be teleported to the other scion that’s linked to this one. That one’s in the ruins of the city of Tur, which is at the bottom of the ocean.”


“Are we going to drown?” she asked.


“No, the city is enclosed in an air bubble, so you’ll be able to breathe.  When we get there, we’ll go to the scion that leads up to the Citadel, and you’ll use this crystal,” I said, holding up the sunfire star crystal, “it will teleport you to the scion on Citadel.”


“And how do we use it?” Mrijin asked.


“Just touch the crystal to the inside of one of the spires of the scion,” I told him.  “The crystal will be consumed and vanish, and you will be teleported.  Now, this crystal,” I said, holding up a larger amber crystal, “will teleport an entire group instead of just a single person.  But I want each of you to use the single player transport crystal so you get an idea of how it works.  Okay?”


“Okay,” Mrima nodded.

“Okay, make sure you’re inside the scion’s spires, then use the crystal.  It won’t matter if someone else is also inside, the crystal will only teleport you.  When you appear at the other scion, don’t wander around til I get there,” I warned.


“Okay, let’s do this,” Mrima said as I gave each of them a crystal.  “Ready, cubs?”


“Ready,” they said in unison.


Mrima stepped up to the spire and touched the crystal to it, and in a flash she was gone.  Her cubs did so in rapid succession, then I used Teleport to transport myself.  We were then all in the plaza, and all three of them were looking around with stunned expressions.  “This is incredible!” Mrijin gasped.  “It’s a city under the ocean!”


“I know.  I’ll send you guys the video of when the magical dome formed.  It was covered in water when I first got here, but I triggered some massive magic item that pushed the water back to make it like this.”


“I want to see that!” Mrima said eagerly.


I let them gawk a few moments more as my mana regenerated, then I took them over to the Citadel scion.  We had to use that one because it was the only major scion in the plaza, and you could only reach Citadel from a major scion.  I explained how the crystal worked, and as soon as Mrima touched it to the spire, all four of us were on Citadel, three Jagaara looking around in wonder.


We weren’t the only ones there.  Several other players were either walking towards the city or coming back to the scion, telling me that the city was seeing traffic.  Everyone knew it was unlocked because that booming voice that announced that the seal was broken had been heard by everyone, no matter where they were in the Twin Worlds.  That was a global event announcing to the whole server that someone had discovered the Citadel’s scion.  I rejoined the others and led them towards the city, and I was describing everything they were seeing as we approached.  I’d explored most of the city already, so I knew where everything was, what the names of the buildings were that were most prominent in the skyline, and explained what this place was about and how it worked.  The most important thing I told them was to never leave the city or take a foot off the path leading to the scion, because in this place, even the little baby bunny rabbits were Mack trucks that could one-shot them, Monty Python Vorpal Rabbit style.  Once we were in the city, I showed them all the important places, like the inn closest to the scion, and then took them on a tour of all the most beautiful places I’d found.  The city was truly a marvel, breathtakingly beautiful buildings and pictuesque parks and glades, towering statues and thought-provoking abstract sculptures, a place where even the designs in the wrought iron on the balconies was elegant and beautiful.

After the tour, I took them into the alley behind my new house, then took them up the stairs to the door into the apartment.  “I don’t want to use the front door, people will see me opening it.  They’ll figure out I own the building,” I told them in a quiet voice as I put my hand on the latch of the door and willed it to open.  I then led them inside and let them look around, seeing my three story apartment of huge rooms that were completely empty, until we all ended up on the roof, looking down at the city.  The street below was filled mostly with Arkons and a smattering of Agents and Demons, but we saw a few players among them, exploring the city eagerly.


“This is a great view, Xen,” Mralla breathed.  “You’re going to open a shop here?”


“Eventually,” I affirmed.  “But it’ll be a while before I do, since I want the merchant barons to get theirs going first.  And I’m too busy to worry much about it right now.  I’m going to furnish the apartment and use it as my new base, and I think I’ll outfit the workshop so I can work on my tradeskills.  Houses are a big deal in the game, cubs.  The house can store my items, so I have unlimited item storage.  I can still only carry the usual amount of items with me, but I can store the items I don’t want to carry around here in the house.  I can store my gold here too.  And the best part is, nobody can steal any of it,” I said with a smile, leaning down on my elbows on the wrought iron rail.

“Can’t someone climb up here and enter through the door?” Mralla asked.


I shook my head.  “Player owned houses are very different from NPC buildings, Mralla,” I answered.  “Where I could break into a building owned by an NPC, I can’t do that to a building owned by a player.  No skill or ability or magic will let anyone get inside unless I invite them, they can’t do any damage to the building whatsoever no matter what they use, and even when they’re in here, they can’t steal, damage, or destroy anything.  They can pick things up, but they can’t leave the building with them.  If they try, the item will despawn and respawn back where they picked it up.  That’s why nobody can steal anything I leave in the house.  Houses are the safest place to store items and gold, cub, even over the bank.  One of the most common tricks a lot of thief archetypes use is to lurk close to the bank entrance and try to pickpocket players who leave the bank, trying to score easy gold from people who just withdrew it from the bank.  If I keep my money here, it’s completely secure.  The only drawback is that I have to come here to get it.  I can’t just go to the nearest bank.”


“That sounds really useful.”


“It is.  Houses are the one thing most veteran players work very hard to get, cub, either on of their own or as part of a guild,” I told her.  “That’s why you won’t see a single serious guild on the server that doesn’t have a guild headquarters building.  They pool their money and buy a building, then convert it into a headquarters.  The ability to store items and gold and have places for guild members to craft items easily makes it absolutely essential for a serious guild.”

“Wait, so if you’re going to open a shop, how can people get into it?”


“Because I’ll convert the shop area downstairs into an official shop,” I answered.  “That changes the rules a tiny bit.  I’ll mark out a dedicated shop area, including a door to get in, and the game will allow people to enter the shop and browse so long as the shop is open.  They won’t be able to leave the shop and enter other parts of the building, either.  Even if they get behind the counter, if they try to leave the designated shop area, they’re stopped by an invisible barrier that they can’t get past no matter what they do.  But unlike an NPC’s shop, players can’t steal anything from a player-run shop.  They can look at what I have out on display, they can pick it up and inspect it, but they can’t do any damage to it.  And if they try to leave with it without paying, the item will just respawn on the shelf.”


“Cool,” Mrijin said.


A mail falcon landed on the rail beside me, and I pulled the letter from its back pouch and opened it.  It read Xen:  I’m done with your bow.  Write me back so we can meet.

“From Savar?” Mrima asked.


“She finished my bow and wants to meet.  Well, she wants to meet you guys, so you wanna have her come here?”


“Sure!” Mrima said brightly.  “I’d love to meet her!”

“Okay then, you guys just hang out here for a bit and let me run down the post office.  Just mind that if you leave the house, you can’t get back in without me,” I warned.


I left them in the roof garden and ran down to the post office, which was two blocks away, and was also populated by nearly a dozen other players.  I wrote Savar a note back:  I’m up on Citadel, and boy do I have something to show you, I wrote.  How soon can you get to the Sea of Grass scion?

I only had to wait a minute after posting the letter.  Since I was in the post office, her reply popped out of a mail slot and flew right to me.  I’m in Dewdrop, she wrote back.  I’ll have to get the crystal to get up there.  Sunfire star crystal, right?

I wrote back: Right, but we have to go through Freeport to get up here, you can only get up here using a major scion.  And I can get to one by going through Freeport.

She wrote back quickly.  If that’s so, then I can get to a major scion in about two hours.  There’s a scion about an hour away that leads to a scion that’s not far from a major scion.  So,  I’ll meet you on the scion platform on Citadel in about two hours.


I wrote back to her.  Got it.  Two hours at the Citadel platform.  My friend from work and her kids are here, so  you can meet them.

She wrote back.  Cool!  I’ll be there as soon as I find the consumables merchant here in Dewdrop and run to the scion.

Two hours later, Savar appeared in the scion, and she rushed right over to us.  She actually gave me a hug, surprising me a little bit.  “Xen!  Good to see you!” she said.  “I’m glad you’re already up here, I was going to ask if you wanted to come up and explore!” she added with a laugh.


“I’ve been up here a couple of days,” I replied.  “I got up here very fast once it was opened up.  Savar, this is Mrija, and her kids Mrodi and Mrala.  They’re friends from real life.”


“I’ve heard so much about you, Savar,” Mrima told her with a smile, stepping up and learning from her the Savasa greeting.


“And I’ve heard a lot about you,” she returned with a smile.  “I’m not surprised you went Jagaara,” she chuckled.


“Hey, I wanted to find out what it was like to be big for a change,” she grinned.


“It’s definitely way more convenient,” Mrijin laughed.  “I can see over the counters here in the game.”


Savar laughed.  “I know how that feels.  Ever gone to an ogre village?  All the chairs are like this,” she said, holding her hand up at her chest.  “Now, show me around, Xen.  I’m sure you’ve already found everything.”

“Most of it,” I nodded.  “But before we leave here, you have to promise me something.”


“What?”


“You’re going to learn something I do not want anyone else to know,” I told her, which made Mrima grin.  “So promise me here and now that what you’re about to learn, you never discuss with anyone else.  Not even your guildies.”


“That’s a promise,” she affirmed.


Mrima and the cubs walked with us for a half hour or so, talking with Savar as I showed her around, then they wisely gave us some space, going to explore on their own and letting me both show her around and talk to her.  I took her to all the important places, all the beautiful places, then I took her up the back stairs of my house without explaining where we were going.  I opened the door and let her in, and closed it behind us.  “What is this place, Xen?” she asked.


“It’s my new house,” I told her evenly.


She gasped and whirled around.  “You bought a house?  How much did it cost?  Is this place as expensive as the forums say?”


“Yes, this house cost five million gold, and yes.”

“Five million?  You had five million gold?”


“Not much mor than that, but I did,” I admitted.  “I’m probably poorer that you are now.”

She gave me a startled look, then laughed brightly.  “I am not surprised!” she said.

“I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to buy a house up here when I had no competition and had time to pick the perfect location, one that would support a shop, when I get around to opening it.  Anyway, let me show you around.”

Much like with Mrima, I showed her the house from bottom to top, ending in the garden on the roof.  “I think I’m going to install a small fountain here,” I said, motioning to the small stone circle that marked the exact center of the garden.  “With some flowers planted around it, make it the centerpiece of the garden.  But I’m not sure about those trees.  I may take that one out,” I mused, pointing to the larger tree, which looked to be an a, well, asymmetrical position near the stairhouse.  “Put in a few benches, and this will be a great place to just sit and relax, read a book or something.”


“This place is gigantic,” she said, walking up to me.  “You said you were going to open a shop downstairs.  When?”


“Not anytime soon.  Mri thinks I should do it now, that I could make a killing because nobody knows where anything is yet, but shops are a lot of time and work, and I’m busy with the Grand Crusade right now.  Plus, I’d have to man the shop myself, so it would tie me down here. Besides, everyone would know who I am, and I don’t like the idea of that.”

“You’ve never run a shop before, have you?” she asked.


“Nope.  I bought my house in Freeport intending to make it into a shop, but I gave up on the idea after a week of not seeing a single customer walk through the door.  I realized that it would be pointless, since almost nobody ever goes there.”


“Player-made shops don’t need anyone there to mind them, Xen,” she told me.  “You set the prices for the merchandise and you put a checkout stand by the door.  People can come in, browse, and if they decide to buy, they pay for the item at the stand and can leave with it.  I’m shocked you didn’t know that.”


“I…I thought you could only do that with rented stalls in marketplaces,” I admitted.  “All the player run shops I’ve gone to, someone’s always been there.”


“Those were craftsmen, weren’t they?” she asked.


“Well, yeah.”


“That’s why.  Odds are, they were there working to make things to sell,” she told me.  “The kind of shop you want to make, where you just sell supplies and commodities, you can set it up to be autonomous.”


“Huh,” I said, then I laughed.  “Then I think I need to take some gold and go on a trip to Freeport and stock up on supplies that people may need here,” I said with a growing smile.  “I can get really good prices in Freeport, and I can undercut the NPC merchants up here and still turn a profit.  I’ll make money off volume, which I’ll use to buy more stock.”


“Sounds like a good idea to me,” she smiled.


“If there’s anything you want to sell in the shop, bring it up here and I’ll list it,” I offered.


“You know, I might just do that,” she said.  “I have a few bows I’ve made that I could sell, as well as a whole ton of arrows I keep stored at the guild that are just collecting dust  And speaking of bows, I have yours done.  That is why I’m here,” she grinned.


“Then let’s go downstairs so I don’t show my little secret to the whole world.”.


She followed me downstairs, and after I changed form, she took the bow out of her item storage.  It was beautiful.  She’d made a truly exquisitely graceful weapon, not exactly a recurve but with a definite arc to its limbs.  She’d engraved the bow’s limbs and handle with elegant, flowing designs, and I noticed that the falcon head relief near where the arrow was nocked had small rubies for eyes, which glowed with a magical radiance.  The bowstring was a reddish black due to the kind of spider silk she used to twine the bowstring, and the bow felt very light in my Djinn hands.  She formally traded it to me through the trade window, and I attempted to equip it.  As I expected, I got a window in my field of vision warning me that I had insufficient Bow skill to equip the bow.

“I see we were right about the minimum requirement.  How bad?” I asked.


“I was able to get it down to 1,500,” she told me.


“I’m still a ways off from 1,500,” I chuckled.


“Work on it, because this bow is the second best bow I’ve ever made.  Only a bow I made for myself is better,” she told me.  “It’s exactly what you wanted, Xen.  I crafted it so it’s a caster’s weapon, but it does some serious damage on its own.  And I got lucky and got three upgrades during the crafting process,” she said with a bright smile.  Upgrades were a random chance that the item a crafter was making would get a bonus to its stats, damage rating, durability, or would gain a proc or a special ability.  Those random chances to get really special weapons was what drove many craftsmen to constantly make items, trying for upgrades that drastically increased its value.  If she got three upgrades, that meant that the bow was very, very high quality.   And if not being made for someone three meters tall, she could have sold it for fifty thousand gold easy..


“What did you get?” I asked.


“A fifty point boost to all of its stats across the board, an additional fifty point boost to the damage rating, and its special ability is a trigger effect.  When you trigger it, it casts Eagle Sight, allowing you to see long distances,” she replied proudly.  “So this thing hits very hard, Xen.  You want to get your bow skill up fast so you can use it.”


“Holy cow, a fifty point across the board upgrade?  That’s awesome, Savar!” I said with a smile.  “That’s a super-rare upgrade!”

“I know, that’s what makes this bow so brutal,” she said with a beaming smile.  “I had to spend a lot more than I expected on the mats, so I only have twelve hundred gold to give back to you.”


“Keep it,” I shrugged.

“I told you, I don’t charge friends,” she said sternly.


“I made you spend 500 gold on a crystal to get up here, so just give me back 700,” I said in a reasonable tone.


“Well…alright.”  She offered me 700 gold in a trade window, and I almost reluctantly accepted it.


“I wanted you to have that gold.  But, at least I can give it to you in installments once the shop’s making money,” I smiled.


“Don’t you dare.”


“How will you know what gold is yours and what’s extra I’m slipping to you?” I asked with a grin.

“I will get you back,” she warned.


I had to laugh.  “I look forward to your revenge,” I smiled down at her.  “But seriously, thank you, Savar.  This bow is going to be the perfect centerpiece for the gear I have in mind for my Djinn form.  At least when I can finally equip it,” I grinned.

“I know that feeling.  The bow I made for myself before I got my Champion’s bow was an absolute beast, and I had to raise my bow skill nearly six hundred points to equip it when I made it.”


“Holy—what kind of bow is it?”


“Five upgrades,” she said with pride.  “It has an across the board stat boost, it has a proc, and it has a special ability.”


“Daaamn,” I breathed, which made her laugh and nod.


 “I know.  I keep it in my inventory, and once in a while I take it out and use it for the nostalgia.  I had that bow for a long time, and it made me the top DPS in our guild.  I was so proud to make it, I almost feel sad that I don’t use it anymore.”  She glanced to the side.  “Oh man, I gotta go.  I have to meet up with some guildies, we’re going to help one of them with a quest in his part of the Grand Crusade.”

“No problem, Savar.  I won’t hold you here.  Thank you again for the bow.”


“Any time, Xen.  I had fun making it.”


By the time King Gerin sent me a message telling me I could start the next quest in the Grand Crusade, things were very different.


It took five more days for him to get back to me, and in that time, I had gotten a lot accomplished.  I’d furnished the house using both conjured and bought furniture and decorations, both the shop area and the workshop and the residence upstairs, but I didn’t go crazy.  I prefer a spartan existence in real life, and I copied that into my in-game residence.  I’d put out a couple of rugs, a few chairs, a couch for the parlor, furnished the bedrooms, set up a little reading area on the middle floor that I would eventually turn into a research library, and set up the kitchen area with the utensils I had to buy—they had metal in them—I’d need to practice cooking skill.  The centerpiece of my furnishings was the viewing glass I’d bought.  It was a player-made item that allowed the real world to intrude into the game, for it was really just a vidlink.  It allowed me to connect the viewing glass to the vidlink that ran the game, to send viddy and messages into and out of the game.  So, I could be logged in, yet sit on the couch in my parlor and watch a Jaguars game, or vidchat a friend in the real world, who would see my avatar rather than me.  And I could use all my vidlink’s functions from inside the game.

The workshop was all set up.  It was large enough for me to divide into two halves, with one half devoted to blacksmithing and the other devoted to leatherworking and tailoring, which shared some equipment so they were easy to combine into one shop area.  The west half had a forge and anvil, quenching barrels, tables, and racks holding tools I needed for Blacksmithing.  The east held the tanning racks, vats, benches, and tools I needed for Leatherworking on one side, and on the other it held the work benches, fitting dummies, pattern holders, bolt racks, and tools I needed for Tailoring.


I also have Enchanting skill, but I intended to make my enchanting workshop upstairs, beside the research library I intended to set up.  Lucilia would kill me if I undercut her prices, but to be fair, what I can make with Enchanting are things she wouldn’t really bother with.  Such common trinkets were far below her skill.  I just practice Enchanting because I think it’s a really cool skill and it’s a lot of fun to make stuff, it makes me feel like an alchemist from the medieval myths and legends.  And since I can conjure up many of the rare and expensive components, it would be very easy for me to skill up if I got serious about it.

The shop area of the building was now very, very busy.  I’d taken Savar’s advice and set up the shop downstairs earlier than planned, because I could do it anonymously.  I’d rather cheekily named my shop The Plucky Scrub, set up the automated shopping system I thought could only be used for rented shopping stalls in marketplaces, and started selling general merchandise and staples to visitors that undercut the NPC merchants that sold the same merchandise.  I didn’t gouge, I only marked up by about 10% on items that weren’t available in the city and made sure to undercut the NPC merchants that sold the same merchandise.  People were willing to pay slightly more—and happy to pay slightly less—to get access to things they needed without having to pay 600 gold on the two crystals they’d need to go back to a shop that would sell to them and then return to the city.  It was initially stocked with a ton of stuff I bought from Freeport, a lot of my own extra supplies and stored equipment which I’d been meaning to sell but never got around to it, as well as items I felt players would buy that were bought from NPC merchants in the city and listed in my shop to be resold.  I sold food, drinks, basic supplies, news sheets (like newspapers, every faction had their own news sheet, but the ones I were selling were for Citadel City), consumables that people may need if they were trying their hand at hunting on Citadel, some high quality enchanting stuff like healing totems, potions, and charms, which I was selling on consignment from Lucilia, some general equipment, some tradeskill materials, some magical trinkets I bought from NPC merchants in the city, and my old supply of single player scion crystals to get back to the Twin Worlds, since I no longer needed them.  I completely sold out the shop in three hours the first day it was open, and after a very hefty supply run both around Citadel City and to Freeport—I’d vastly underestimated how much stuff I’d need to keep the shop stocked—I stocked the hell out of it, filling up or loading down every shelf, basket, barrel, box, rack, and crate in the shop.  And I had to continue to stock the hell out of it every day, because I was doing major business.  I’d sold out nearly the enitre shop’s inventory all three days it had been open.


And my deception worked.  I restocked the shop in my Djinn form, and everyone thought that it was being run by an NPC Djinn…but that the shop itself was owned by a player.  I told everyone that I’d been hired by the shop owner to come to Citadel City and run the shop, and most everyone bought it because they couldn’t fathom that it could be any other explanation.  After all, I was a Djinn, I was clearly an NPC  because I had no player icon, and the shop was owned by a player, since it had an automated check-out stand at the door.  Only player-owned shops had those.  When they asked who the owner was, I told them that she ordered me to keep her identity a secret, further concealing my identity.

And speaking of “hers,” some of my supplies were arrows, being sold on consignment for Savar.  And did she ever have a freakin’ ton of arrows stockpiled.  She was making a killing selling her arrows in a place where she was the only supplier, and since her arrows were very high quality, players were buying them up since they had easy access to the Citadel.


Most of the goods in the store were bought in Citadel City from NPC merchants or from Freeport and brought up, or were picked up from Lucilia and Savar to sell on consignment (they were both making massive profits, and Lucilia in particular was quite happy with the arrangement), but a few things I was selling was the result of conjuring.  I was selling different qualities of food, from lower quality food, standard fare I sold to undercut the inn’s prices on their food for people who didn’t mind eating trail fare.  My simple conjured breads, cheeses, and meat were now quite satisfying, bordering on delicious, and the wines, ales, juices, and ciders I was conjuring were very tasty, and all of them were very cheap  I was dabbling in higher quality foods now, selling a very few select “gourmet dish” type foods that were “pre-cooked” (meaning it was conjured already cooked) and could be eaten at room temperature, and the most expensive foods were special foods and drinks that had effects like temporarily buffing stats or granting temporary abilities.


I can conjure those, but my skill isn’t high enough to conjure food with really high bonuses.  I can conjure items that have magical effects, and food is a permanent object I can conjure..


I wasn’t the only shop on the block now.  As I expected, the merchant barons from the other cities had rushed here and bought up all the prime property on the blocks surrounding the main marketplace, and they’d set up their shops and had started the process of moving their goods up here.  The merchant cities were going to more or less be abaondoned, it was a process that had happened on the other servers when the Citadel was opened.  Citadel City was now the new financial hub of the server.  They’d used their millions to buy up all the real estate around the main marketplaces, which fully justified me buying the house when I did.


They weren’t the only ones that threw around a lot of money up here.  The other main dealers in real estate arrived just after the merchant barons, and those were the biggest guilds on the server.  Having their guild headquarters in Citadel City was only logical, and already, four guilds had bought the biggest buildings they could afford to set up their new headquarters.  Savar’s guild was one of them, taking their guild money and their members’ personal fortunes to buy a very nice compound over by the wall, one that cost them fourteen million gold, but it was more than large enough to support the guild in all its activities.  Even guilds that couldn’t afford to buy real estate here were setting up temporary headquarters here by renting or leasing buildings, using their original headquarters to store their supplies and equipment and setting up operations up here that would support their members in their adventures, from crafting areas to access to supplies and equipment they may need.

With the guilds moving here, it christened Citadel City as the official new hub of all player activity on the server.

I hadn’t left Citadel City except to go on supply runs to Freeport since unlocking the city, and I spent the five days since Savar gave me my bow more or less on my own.  Savar had guild responsibilities, helping her Champion guildmates with their Grand Crusade quests, but she did try to make it up at least once a day to drop off more arrows for me to sell for her and pick up the gold from her sales.  Mrima and the cubs couldn’t really do all that much up here but hang out with me, so I convinced them to go back to faction territory and have fun.  I spent that time constructively, however.  I bought a target dummy in Freeport and set it up on the roof, the kind that will allow skillups when you use it, and spent about every moment logged in not taken up with supply runs working on my Bow and Conjuring skills.  I conjured every arrow I fired and moved around enough while practicing archery to get flying skillups, and my actions further convinced everyone I was an NPC hired by the shop owner to mind the store and the building, given I was out in plain sight to anyone that was high up enough to see over the rooftop.

The five days up here and showed just how unprepared we were for the Citadel on our little server.  The monsters just outside the city were absolutely brutal, I’d heard from players lamenting to me in Djinn form as I restocked the shop, and nobody had managed to even complete a single quest handed out by the city’s NPCs so far.  Nobody had even managed to kill a single monster so far.  I heard that the Dark Riders formed a raid, and tried one of the common monsters near the city, and it wiped the entire raid in a matter of minutes!  The monsters here on Citadel were as nasty as I thought they’d be, and entire groups were getting utterly annihilated by lone monsters.  Hell, they were getting mauled by passive animals the players foolishly attacked for the cooking mats they dropped.  Just about everyone had already given up trying the quests, even the top guilds, realizing they didn’t have the skills and the gear to do them.  But despite people not being able to do the quests or kill anything up here, people continued to come here because of the Nexus Scion.  And if they needed something, well, several well stocked player-owned shops, including mine, were very close by.  And every day, more and more merchandise was for sale as the merchant barons moved their stuff up here from Alder’s Bluff and Serrathar.

It had changed the game world, and made it a little smaller.  By coming here and then using the Nexus Scion, a player could cut hours, maybe even a couple of days off his travel time to get somewhere else  And while many players just stayed at the scion and went back to the Twin Worlds, some of them came into the city to explore or catch up on the news, and most importantly to me, to pick up those little things they forgot to buy before they headed out, paying my slightly higher prices for the convenience.


What that told me was that my business was going to be brisk until the newness of Citadel faded, as people went back to the Twin Worlds to go into a frenzy of activity to gear up and skill up to take on the quests up here.  I’d hit a long dry spell where I’d really only be catering to the top raiding guilds as they struggled to do the quests in the city, which would prepare them for doing the dungeons up here, and then my business would very slowly increase as more and more people managed to get geared up and skilled up enough to quest on Citadel.


But that was probably months down the road.  As it stood now, the top raiders on the server—Savar’s guild and what was left of the Dragon Knights—couldn’t even complete a single quest, even as a group.  They were planning on coming up here and doing it as a raid, which would and wouldn’t work.  It would work, but it would only give credit to the group in the raid that tagged the boss mob first.  So they’d have to do it several times to get everyone through the quest.

There was a reason they were doing it.  The quest they found was the start of a four quest chain, and the final quest rewarded a piece of gear.  That gear was better quality than anything they were going to get from any raid on Arca or Netherim.  Their plan was to use Citadel to gear up to where they could clear the raids on the Twin Worlds more easily, and then come up here and start working on progression on Citadel.


A raid to complete a “simple” group quest, and there would be three more beyond it.  And the fourth quest required them to kill a boss monster, which may take 200 players to kill with our current gear and skill levels.  Virtually the entire server’s upper tier players would have to band together to kill that boss, and only six people would get credit for the quest and complete it.

And in a way, the vast majority of the server being locked out of the Citadel by their insufficient skill ratings and gear was a good thing.  The Citadel being found and unlocked had all but lit a fire under the asses of many players on the server.  The Citadel was no longer this ephemeral concept that they couldn’t even go to.  It was unlocked, they could walk the streets of Citadel City, they could get quests, they could kill monsters out in the overworld of Citadel for a chance at some awesome loot, and that meant that they now had tons of motivation to gear up and skill up to be able to do the content here.  People were hitting the dungeons in huge numbers, raiding guilds were getting new applicants, and almost everywhere on the server, people were more engaged and more focused.  People wanted to do more than just walk the streets of Citadel City, unable to take a single step off the paved streets because they’d get obliterated by a baby bunny rabbit.  They wanted to see what was beyond the city, and gear up to where they could do the content here, to get the uber drops and the skill bonus crystals that drop from monsters here as loot.


Those were the true treasure.  They were items that increased a skill by however many points the crystal held, from five all the way up to fifty.  I suspect they were put into the game to help players increase their skills once they started to flatten out.  Once a skill got over 1,000, the skillup rate for it plunged through the floor.  In addition to that, the amount of XP it cost to increase skills also got higher, and it got worse and worse as it got higher and higher, to where it costs hundreds, even thousands of experience points for a single skill point, and you could go days of constantly using a skill without seeing it increase once.  So, getting those crystals for free skillups was the most coveted loot that dropped from outdoor content here on Citadel.  They only dropped here, any monster (but not passive animals) could potentially drop them, and they were tradeable.  A 5 point skill crystal could go for upwards of 100,000 gold on most servers in the game that had the Citadel unlocked.

Even I was eyeing the wilderness outside Citadel City.  If I could get a few of those crystals, I could use XP and crystals to boost my Bow skill the 63 points I needed to be able to equip the bow.


But, the vacation was over.  I’d been summoned by King Gerin, and I was planning on going out to check a few marketplaces in select neutral cities frequented by many different races to see if I could find some deals to resell in my shop.  Since many of the merchant barons were leaving those cities for Citadel City, they were selling off their stocks at bargain prices to avoid having to go through the laborious process of moving those items up to Citadel.  That presented an opportunity for me, since I could easily transport items to Citadel City thanks to my Rod of Scion Mastery.  I was going to start in Alder’s Bluff, then check Serrathar, then work my way through the less popular merchant locales.  Alder’s Bluff was—or at least had been up to about a week ago—the commercial center of Arca on our server, it was a city almost exactly in the middle of the continent that was run by an NPC race known as the Udir, who were four meter tall giant humanoids who were rather friendly.  What made it so popular was that there were six different scions within an hour’s journey of the city, including a major scion inside the city itself, making it the most easily accessible neutral city on Arca for most players. Because of that, most players who were major players in the financial aspect of the game were set up in Alder’s Bluff.  If you needed something rare or expensive, odds were you could find it there.


But not for much longer.  Give it about two weeks, and all those items would be in Citadel City.


It was useless to look in Freeport for something like that.  The city had so few players in it, and those that were there were newer players who hadn’t yet ventured out into neutral territory.


So, with a bit of reluctant remorse, I took human form and emptied my shop stock items into the house’s inventory—I’d have to go into the shop to “load” them into the shop’s inventory—added my usual supplies into my inventory, and used the most direct and shortest means to get to Freeport.  I cast the Teleport spell, and I appeared in the scion under the city of Freeport.  I reported to the palace and talked with the king, and got my next quest.  And it was going to be messy.  Merria had gotten intelligence that a sea giant raid was planned on the wood elf coastal village of Elarin, and I was being deployed there to protect the village as a favor to the Silver Blade, to curry favor with their leaders and solidify the alliance of the three southern factions.


Seeing the quest made me sigh and feel a little mad and a little sad.  It was officially marked as a raid quest.


A group quest. I now had a non-solo quest in my quest log.  My solo challenge was technically now over.


I knew it was going to happen.  I knew that the Grand Crusade was eventually going to give me a group quest, or a raid quest, or both.  And now it had done so.  But, I couldn’t be too disappointed.  I had accomplished so, so much as a solo player.  I had raised my average skill rating higher than any other player on the server, making me officially the most well-rounded player on Methrian.  I had become a Champion.  I had gotten a Legendary Skill, and then an augment to it.  I had defeated three other champions in combat, who were all much better geared than I was.  I had my Legendary swords, the Soulblades of Shatra Sha, as well as three pieces of Champion’s Raiment.  I had come a long way, had reached the top echelons of power on my server, and I did it all by myself.


And that, I could be proud of.

Why it was marked as a raid quest became very clear when the King started talking again.  “This is not just a matter for Freeport, Champion,” he told me.  “To convince the Silver Blade of the danger, and of our intend to support them, the champions of all races in both the Golden Lion and the Amber Shire factions are being called to defend Elarin, where the Silver Blade champions will join us.  As we speak, the other leaders in our faction are calling their champions to them to assign them this task.  If Merria is right, and she is almost always right, you will face a considerable force at Elarin, Champion, so be very careful.  Sea giants are powerful creatures, as you well know.  And you will be facing dozens of them.”

“I will, your Majesty,” I said.  “I can get to Elarin in a matter of hours.  Should I leave now, or wait?”


“Do as you see fit, Champion,” he replied.  “Just be careful.  Sea giants are dangerous, dangerous adversaries, and I’ve grown quite fond of you over the last few weeks,” he smiled.


I left the palace, a little pensive and a bit crestfallen, as well as a bit worried.  If all the champions of the three southern factions were going, that meant I’d have to deal with Emelda and that wood elf champion that was in on the plan to rob me of my title.  That would put two hostile players in a raid in which I had to participate, and it may make the entire raid fall apart if they refused to work with me.  And I had the feeling that this was going to take all of us to do.  A lone sea giant was a handful for a group—or me—and if there were like fifty of them, it was going to take a raid party to take them on.  But, I’d get to meet the other two champions in our faction, as well as the other three champions in the Amber Shire faction.  As I recalled, all of them belonged to the guild Savar was in, the one that split off from the Dragon Knights and formed their own guild.  They were called Pactum, and between them and the Golden Crusaders, the leftovers of the Dragon Knights that held all the champions that tried to cheese me, they represented 23 of the 40 champions on the server.  The rest of the champions on the server except me belonged to just two other guilds, the Black Riders and Seva’s Band.  They were the number two and three guilds on the server, with the reformed Pactum holding the number one slot and the Golden Crusaders dropping down to #4, mainly because most players on the server knew that they were the cheesers that tried to steal my title, and because of it, the guild had major problems recruiting new players to make a go of raiding.

Well, this was the beginning of a new phase of the game for me.  After over two years, countless adventures, and a lot of cursing, my solo challenge had come to an end.  I was going to join my first ever group in the near future, and working with others, we’d protect the wood elf village of Elarin from a sea giant raid.

It was fairly late, so I logged out in my house in Freeport and got a few chores done, but then I was drawn back to the vidlink.  I went to the server forums and found myself starting a new thread.  And so my long journey ends was the title, and I wrote about something I’d kept secret for a long time.


As most of you know, I’m the human champion on Methrian, I wrote.  I’m posting this to announce the end of a long journey that most of you didn’t know that I was on.


Most everyone knows that I’m a solo player.  What most of you didn’t know was that this was a conscious choice on my part, part of a challenge I set forth for myself not long after I started the game, which I call the Solo Challenge.  The objective of this challenge was to see how far I could go playing this game completely solo, without grouping, without help from other players.  I’ve spent nearly three years in this game working towards that goal, deciding on a set of rules that I had to follow to ensure that I earned everything by myself, grinding my skills, researching the best gear I could get without grouping, testing the limits of my abilities against overworld boss mobs, then against dungeons, always seeing just how much a lone player could accomplish in this game.

I then told the story of Grul the Ravager, the same story I told Mrima, to explain exactly how and why I ended up on this strange path, then got back to the meat of the post. 


One of the rules of the solo challenge was that I would never have a group quest in my quest log.  Well, today, the next quest in the Grand Crusade was added to my quest log.  The quest is a raid quest.


Having a raid quest added to my log today broke the rules of the Solo Challenge, officially ending it.


I’m a little sad that it ends like this, without me seeing just how far I could go, but I knew this was going to happen.  I knew that eventually, the Grand Crusade was going to give me a group quest or a raid quest, but I didn’t expect it to happen this soon.  I thought I had more time to try a few more boss mobs, try to clear a couple more dungeons, before my journey came to an end.  But that’s life, I suppose. I decided when I began the Grand Crusade that I would not abandon it to protect my solo challenge, and I will see it through to the end.  I’ll never get another chance to do something like the Grand Crusade, and I decided that if I had to choose between the Solo Challenge and Grand Crusade, I would complete the Grand Crusade.

But, I’m also happy that I got this far before it ended.  My solo challenge brought me to this point, where I represent the human race as its champion on my small, cozy little server, and I had the chance to do something truly amazing.  I got to stand at the top of the hill and see the view, if only for a moment, and it was entirely worth it.  I got the chance to prove to myself that a solo player could accomplish something that matters in this game, if he was crazy enough to commit to the hardest playstyle in the game and was enough of a masochist to stick with it.  I won’t lie, friends.  Playing solo is incredibly hard, and there were more times than I can count that I almost gave it up out of sheer frustration.  When you die to the same overworld boss mob 200 times trying to figure out its abilities so you can kill it, you can start to get just a LITTLE discouraged.  That’s why this play style requires more than a little masochism and a whole lot of bull-headed stubbornness, to stick with it, to continue to beat your head against that wall knowing that eventually your head is going to bring that wall down.  All it’s going to cost you is a severe concussion.


And that’s just the gameplay.  It’s a harder thing than you can know to hold to these strict rules and still be a friend to people you meet in the game, people that you sincerely like and feel that you are letting down because you won’t group with them, try to keep your distance from them.  There are several players on the server that I would love to add to my friend list, but I’ve always kept my distance because of the temptation that they would represent in bending the rules by which I’ve played for so long. 

The Solo Challenge has come to an end, but in a way, it will live on.  It has officially ended because I’ve violated the rules I set for myself, but I will continue to play in the spirit of those rules, to follow my personal Solo Player’s Code of Honor, because I don’t feel that I got as far as I could possibly go.  I’ve decided that I’ll not allow myself to advance or profit from any group activity I have to do for the Grand Crusade, which will adhere to the spirit of the Solo Challenge.  If I get gear from the raid quest I have to do, I’ll never equip it.  I’ll give the gold reward away, and I’ll suicide away the XP I gain so it does not benefit me.  I will only complete a group or raid quest that is part of the Grand Crusade, including grouping to help other champions complete their parts of the questline.  While this isn’t absolutely mandatory, I’ve decided that this is an acceptable exception to the rules because doing so is a part of the ovderall Grand Crusade.  It advances the entire Crusade to help other champions, thus I have decided it’s acceptable to group with them to help them advance their own quests.  However, I’ll continue to only advance myself through solo activity.   I want to see how much further I can go in this playstyle.  I feel like there’s more road ahead of me before I reach its end.

And when I find my limits, when I know that I can go no further on my own, then I will then allow myself to experience the part of the game most everyone else enjoys.  I’ll join a guild of good people and I’ll group and raid, and finally see what I’ve been denying to myself.  I’m looking forward to it.  I’ve always wanted to see what a raid is like, to feel like I’m part of a team working together towards a grand, challenging goal.  But until then, the spirit of the Solo Challenge will live on.


 Until then, wish me luck.  I think I’m going to need it.


I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to explain my actions as I posted the thread, but I…felt like I owed people that had been following my progress in the Grand Crusade an explanation, on top of explaining my very unusual playstyle the way I had to Mrima when we were sitting in that tavern weeks ago.  And the first reply to my thread made me feel like I’d done a good thing.  It said that explains SO MUCH!  This is Savar, by the way!  You scared me half to death, I thought you were quitting the game when I read the title!

Expect the friend request and group invite to hit your window two seconds after you log on tomorrow!

Savar!  Well, maybe now she had a better understanding of why I do the things I do.  And the idea of being able to group with her without violating the spirit of the Solo Challenge made me very happy.


I read through some other posted comments after eating dinner, and I was surprised at how supportive players were.  They had no idea what I was doing, that me playing solo was part of a challenge to myself, and I got quite a bit of encouraging replies.  Many said that the Solo Challenge wasn’t really over because the Grand Crusade was an extenuating circumstance…which was exactly what Mrima told me.  But there were also the trolls, mocking my playstyle, and even a few downright nasty comments that I suspect came from Emelda’s guild.

Enough people asked me what the exact rules of the challenge were that I listed them in a follow-up post, and further explained the methodology and techniques I use to pursue the challenge.  I explained how the need to constantly search out new boss mobs to find gear upgrades and get as many chances as possible to get Ancient Skills led me to exploration, and stressed the vital importance of building strong rep with as many NPC factions as possible to get access to their quests and getting some unique gear and items from them.  I also stressed that being solo meant being a true jack of all trades, because conquering boss mobs solo often required an unorthodox approach, and required the player to be tank, healer, and DPS rolled into one.  In addition to that, it required high spellcasting skills for both survivability and utility, because having access to buff spells and other useful magical effects was extremely important when taking on the game solo  And most importantly, I warned that consumables were the key to successful soloing.  I revealed that the biggest portion of my success came from Lucilia, that her consumables were often the reason I won fights against boss mobs or completed very difficult quests…I just didn’t name her.  I simply said having a strong relationship with a highly skilled NPC enchanting merchant or player enchanter and getting access to powerful consumables is the most important thing you can do if you want to kill boss mobs solo, on top of being able to complete some very difficult quests on your own.  Be prepared to spend a LOT of gold on consumables.  There were times that I spent upwards of ten thousand gold on a single consumable that was the key to beating an especially hard boss or completing a really difficult quest.  I warned them that you had to be good at PvP to make it solo, since a lone player was often seen as a target by other factions.  I warned of the importance of tradeskills, since once you got them very high you could craft dungeon and even raid quality gear, and stressed most of all that the solo playstyle at the high end of the game was not anything I’d recommend to anyone else, because it’s the hardest way to play the game…but it was that difficulty that drew me to it in the first place.

If it’s not hard, it’s not fun.


Tomorrow, when I logged on, things were going to be different.  I’d accept Savar’s friend request, and I’d be in my first ever group in this game.  It was like I was starting a new chapter in a long book, and in a way, I was looking forward to it.
