
There would be no hiding after this.

Dismounting from a gryphon in the bailey of the fortress, I looked over at the freshly cleaned up King Gerin Vedran, who was wearing a suit of plate armor and with a two handed sword strapped to his back.  He looked excited but was trying to keep his Royal composure, because he’d be seeing his son any minute now.


It had been a long nine days.  I spent three of them waiting for the expedition to arrive, and then on the fourth day, we attacked the razormaw camp.  My plan was a success, the Jagaara got in and freed all the prisoners, not just the King, and got them all out down ropes while we held the razormaw warriors’ attention at the entrance to the ravine.  Aldion had sent 40 soldiers for the operation, including 4 high elven mages, and that was more than enough for the razormaw to respond to us as a major threat.  But we didn’t really attack, we just engaged them at the ravine entrance and held them there, which pulled the guards from the slave pens and let the Jagaara get in without resistance.  The last five days were getting back, because I had a new quest to escort King Gerin back to Freeport once I completed the quest to free him, to get him home safely, and that meant I had to travel at the speed of the expedition.  And naturally, the quest had programmed encounters, where we had to fight off several ambushes by monsters and enemy faction NPCs, forcing me to work for it to get Gerin back to Freeport.

Gerin was a lore character, so that meant that he had a deeply complex AI, and I honestly enjoyed traveling with him.  He was engaging, intelligent, kind, wise, and very clever, almost shockingly modest for a king and aware of his own faults and limitations.  He wasn’t the greatest fighter in the world, which was how he got himself into that situation in the first place, and that made him more realistic, less of a Mary Sue like most lore characters were.  King Gerin wasn’t a badass raid boss-level opponent, and he was aware of it and worked around that limitation with his intelligence.


But now, the quest was over, and so was my anonymity.  Heralds shouted from every rooftop that the King had been found and returned, and they called my name while doing so, hailing me as the Champion of Freeport that had brought back the King.  Now everyone in Freeport knew the name of the human champion…but that wasn’t the end of it for me.  Since I’m a solo player, nobody has ever seen my name in a group list, and player names are not displayed for others to see.  You only see the player icon that warns you that character is a player, and if you’re in combat with that character, you see his health bar.  That’s it.  Nobody knows my name unless I tell it to them, and I can even lie about it if I want.  Only another Champion can see the truth of me, thanks to the Champion overlay on my player icon when he sees me with his own eyes.

Now more than ever, my request to Aldion to keep my status secret came into play.  The NPCs of Freeport would not give me away, allowing players to match my face with my position..


But, I’m sure as hell not complaining about finishing the quest.  Not only did I get a huge amount of XP, enough to buy nearly 50 skill points in Blade Dance, I also got my first piece of Champion’s Raiment gear.  Returning the king was a major milestone in the quest chain, and that meant I got a sizable reward for it.


I was wearing it now…and it certainly didn’t look like a piece of Legendary gear.  It was a very simple black silk cloth headband, which like any other Legendary piece buffed my stats out the ass, including having the same armor rating as a steel burgonet helmet.  But it also carried with it a powerful effect called Faerune, one of the most sought-after effects in the game.  So long as I wore the headband, I could see as if it were bright as day in any condition, I was immune to Blind spells, and I could see through any type of magical or skill-based invisibility or concealment, including Improved Invisibility.  Faerune and a powerful Divination spell called True Sight were the only guaranteed means to see through that spell.

And the best part about it?  Faerune also granted me the ability to breathe comfortably at all times no matter where I was, which allowed me to breathe under water, breathe in a vacuum, and also rendered me immune to the effect of toxic or poisonous gases or any attack that affected me through the lungs…though that ability was a waste on me, since Touched by the Djinn did the same thing with Immunity:  Gas.  I could dunk my head in a barrel of water and take a deep breath, but instead of water, I’d take in air.  Water would be in my mouth, but only air would enter my lungs.

That was what made Faerune so powerful, and why I jumped all over it the instant I saw it on the head piece when I was looking over the different pieces of Champion’s Raiment gear.  Faerune was on other gear, but it was usually only on raid gear dropped from the main boss of the raid, and that made it very rare.


The cool part about it was that Champion’s Raiment gear could be affected by permanent cosmetic illusion spells that changed the look of equipment, and could even hide it completely.  That would let me change my look if I so wished.  The most common form of that magic was “racial appearance” spells that turned a piece of gear into what was commonly worn by a player’s race, within reason.  It couldn’t change a cloth tunic into a steel breastplate, the appearance had to be faithful to the material of the item.  But the item’s appearance could be altered to appear to be the common style worn by a race of that material.

I was stuck here because of the quest chain, the quest wouldn’t update until the Prince arrived, and that made me super uncomfortable when other players started showing up to see what was going on.  They’d seen the gryphons fly in, heard the announcement from the criers, and they got there and saw that I was the only player in the group of NPCs, which meant I had to be the one that completed the quest.  But I forgot that when Aldion arrived, and got to witness their emotional reunion.  “I’m happy beyond words we brought you home, father,” he told the King, looking up at him with tears in his eyes.  “I’ve done my best to stand in your place while you were missing, but it never felt right.  I am happy beyond words to return your throne to you.”

“I’m sure you served the people of Freeport well, my son,” Gerin smiled down at him, patting him on the shoulders.  “Now, we should return to the palace and discuss certain affairs.  Champion, I would request your presence there.”


That updated the quest.  So, the next part of the quest chain looked like it was going to involve whatever he had to talk about, and he wanted to do it in private.


And again, I was exposed to the public, because I ended up riding a horse with the King’s party from the fortress to the palace, which wasn’t really all that far.  But even more players had made their way to the Military District to see what was going on, and I heard them whispering with each other and the NPCs as we rode by.  And naturally, I heard what I knew was eventually going to come.  “That guy is the champion?” someone scoffed.  “He’s an ungeared noob!”


I just had to sigh.  So many players in this game just did not get it.


When we reached the palace, the King brought me, Aldion, his master of spies Merria, and his most experienced military advisor, Admiral Rogers of the Freeport Navy, into a war room I’d never seen before.  On the large table in the center of the room was a huge map of Arca, but I found out quickly that this discussion wasn’t going to be about Arca.  The King took out a new piece of large parchment and set it on the table over the map, took out quill and ink pot, and started making a crude drawing.  “I was on my way to Tul Mora when I was ambushed by a large contingent of soldiers bearing standards I’ve never seen before,” he began, drawing what looked like a coastline.  “I found out that these humans aren’t part of the Golden Lion alliance.  They came here in ships from across the sea.  They called themselves the Kanlon,” he said.  “I was taken back to their island nation, which sits just off the coast of the continent of Sarvenia.”

Whoa, they were from one of the other continents?  But those weren’t open to players, they were supposed to be part of future expansions—


Holy crap, was the Grand Crusade questline part of a pre-expansion event?  Did this mean that a new expansion was going to be released soon?  Or would the new continent open for a race or faction only when its Champion completed the quest line?


I listened as Gerin described nearly three years of captivity, as the Kanlon tried to make him surrender Freeport and all human lands to the Kanlon king, and when they realized he would never do it, they sold him into slavery rather than kill him, to further humiliate him.  He ended up on Netherim after being bought and sold several times by various groups (which would explain how the King Gerin on every server would be in a different place), at least until Merria the Spymaster tracked him down to the razormaw camp.  The willowy woman smiled at being praised by Gerin for her diligence and determination in finding him.  What I learned from the briefing, and from the new quest that popped up in my quest log, was that the Kanlon Navy was going to attack the western coastal cities of Arcavia, which put three of the five factions at risk of attack.  The Golden Lion faction is on the south side of the continent, with the Moonshadow faction to the north of us, and the Amber Shire faction to the east.  While there was little a single player could do against a naval vessel, what my quest was going to have me do was travel to the Underdark and find out who down there was working with the Kanlon.  They had allies on our continent, and my quest was to find out who it was.  Gerin suspected it was the Salamanders, a race of fiery beings that lived in and around the lava lakes deep underground, who were well known by all the player factions as the sworn enemies of just about every other race or species on Arca.  Many plots and schemes that caused turmoil and strife on the overworld had the Salamanders behind them, because they wanted to conquer the overworld and transform it into another Netherim.  But they couldn’t do that so long as the player factions remained strong, so they worked to weaken their enemies so they could invade the surface and burn everything to ash.

The Salamander War was a major part of the lore history of the game, because that was what devastated Netherim.  Netherim was once a world of green and blue, but the Salamanders managed to destroy it during a nearly thousand year long war with the surface races.  The lore was that they banished most of the water on Netherim to Arca through magical gateways, draining the oceans, drying up the lakes and rivers, and then they burned the entire planet when there was no longer enough water there to stop the infernos.  But it was a hollow victory for the Salamanders, because they were hunted down and extermined by the surviving races of Netherim, driven completely off the planet and into the deep pits under Arca, denying them the land they nearly conquered and exiling them to a life trapped in the bowels of Arca.  And in some ways, Arca supported that theory.  Off the coasts of the continent were vast, expansive ruins of what were overland cities and villages, as if half the land of Arca had been drowned by rising seas.


And the lore behind the Nazetar was that they were once humans that used magic to adapt to the ocean when their kingdom was drowned.  Instead of leaving their beloved Nazeria, they instead became water-breathing beings so they could stay there.


Really, this game is so unbelievably freakin’ deep.  Sometimes it almost feels like more than a game.


It made a kind of sense.  There’s been a long-standing rumor that the Underdark connects the five continents of Arca through long tunnels, and if that was true, then the Salamanders would have contact with the Kanlon because Salamanders lived underneath their island nation.


So, my first quest in this leg of the chain was similar to the first quest in the chain…recon.  I was tasked to travel deep into the Underdark and determine if the Salamanders were allied with the Kanlon.  I wouldn’t have to go all the way to the lava lakes of the Salamanders, I was instead going to go to the Free City in the Underdark, something of a major hub for all the underground races, and search the city to see if there were Kanlon agents there.  Kanlon were humans, so it would be easy to do…humans stick out like a sore thumb in the Free City.  I should know, I’ve been there before.


I considered the quest on my way out of the palace.  I’ve been to the Free City before, so I know where it is, and know it would take me about four hours to get there.  There was a scion that would take me to a point close to the Free City only about three hours fom Freeport, sitting in a grassy plain east of the Everwood known as the Bone Fields, which was High Elven territory.  The Bone Fields was named so because an ancient war there had left thousands of skeletons behind, and farmers sometimes unearthed them tilling the soil.  And because of all the easily available dead bodies, the area is a well known haunt for necromancers, raising skeletons from their resting places to serve as minions.  Most of the quests for starting High Elf players in the Bone Fields deal with preventing necromancers and their undead minions from gaining a foothold on the plain.


I was involved enough to nearly miss something very important.  A high elf was standing outside the palace, dressed in a white robe with gold trim, and what made me nearly stop dead was the Champion design around her player icon.  This was the high elf Champion, and I wasn’t surprised at all that she was a mage archetype.  “Well, I wasn’t sure the forums were right or not, but they are,” she said, looking me up and down.  “The human champion isn’t a raider.”


“There’s more to the game than raiding,” I told her guardedly.  “Why are you here?”


“I heard about some major event going on here and came over,” she replied.  “You brought back the king?’


“Yea,” I answered.  “And have the next quest in the chain.”


“Wow, I’ve only finished one of them in mine,” she said.  “I guess since you don’t have to raid, you have time to work on them.”

“You don’t have to raid either,” I countered.


“True enough,” she chuckled.  “I wanted to ask you a question.”


“What?”


“Would you be willing to cooperate to get the flying mount?”


I realized what she was about quickly.  “Win trading?”


“You bet,” she nodded.  “There’s no rule against it, and it would work.  We all get together and agree to let each other win the fights we need to get the mount.  We stagger them so nobody goes below nine points or above eleven, and if we plan it right, we all end completing the quest with ten points.”


“Well, good luck convincing the others of that,” I said dryly.  “If the way the Drakkin guy acted when he attacked me is any indication, I’m not sure many of them will go for it.  They’d rather only they get the mount, so they don’t have to share the glory with anyone else.”


“Be careful, Sebirk is in my guild,” she said directly.  “And so are thirteen other Champions.  And all of them are on board with the idea.”


“I shoulda realized,” I said dryly.  “The stongest guild on the server would have the most Champions.”


“So, you’re in with the idea?”


“If you can get the other thirty-eight to agree, yes,” I replied.  “It’ll let everyone get their weapon too, since they’ll finish that quest with the first fight they win.  That way all of us get what we want and we don’t have to take it away from the others to get it.”


“Excellent.  Let me friend you so I can message you.”


“No.  Just leave a message on the community board in the Fair Winds Market here in Freeport, to set up a day and time for us to meet about it once you get the rest of us to agree to the plan,” I replied.  I wasn’t about to “friend” her because it would let her see my location in the world on her friends list…and I don’t trust players I just met.  Especially not ones that have a vested interest in killing me.

“Wow, you’re paranoid.”


“When you play solo, you learn quickly to trust no one,” I told her bluntly.  “Just put up a message and I’ll read it the next time I’m back in Freeport.”


“And what name do I use for the message?”


“Use the Human Champion.  That will get my attention,” I answered.

“Alright.  So…what kind of weapon did you get?”  She was asking because I didn’t have any weapon equipped, part of role playing the meeting with King Gerin.  One does not have an audience with the King while armed.


“I’m surprised you don’t have one yourself, you’d know what it has on it,” I said.

“I do have mine, I was curious to see if all champion weapons have the same stats.”


“And seeing the stats of the weapons of the other champions in your guild didn’t tell you that?” I asked pointedly. “Because I’ll guarantee that all fourteen of you have already win traded so all of you have the weapons.  You’d want them for raids.”


 She flushed a tiny bit.


“You’re talking yourself out of this plan, elf,” I said bluntly.  “Because the more you talk, the less I trust you.”


“Alright, I was curious if the stats on your weapon was the same as ours, despite the fact that you don’t raid,” she blurted.


“Don’t know, don’t care,” I told her strongly.  “And nobody else should care either.”


As I walked away from her, I could feel it in my gut.  I should not trust her.  And if she did arrange the win trading so everyone could get the mount, then I’d better approach that event with extreme skepticism.  I’d do the win trading so people could get the mount, it would take away the impetus for the other champions to hunt me down and leave me in peace, but something just niggled at me about her, and that conversation.


I’d better be extremely careful.


“Oh come on, Kev!” Mrima nearly wheedled as we walked towards the cafeteria.  It had been three days since my encounter with the high elf, and I’d finished the quest into Salamander territory.  I confirmed that Kanlon agents were in the Free City, which confirmed that the Salamanders were working with the Kanlon to destabilize the player factions of western Arca.  My new quest was a bit of a doozy, and would require some sneakiness and brashness.  I was supposed to kill the Kanlon agents and bring back any intelligence they were carrying that might tell us what the Kanlon had planned.  Killing someone in the Free City wasn’t exactly easy, because the city had magical guardians that responded to any violence…and those guardians were nasty.  To kill the agents, I’d have to be very careful, and come up with a very good plan to either lure them out of the city or find a way to kill them in a way that wouldn’t cause the guardians to respond.

For that…I needed a professional.


That was my plan.  I was going to hire an NPC assassin to kill the Kanlon agents, and have him bring back their possessions.  If I found a highly skilled assassin, he could kill the agents with poison, which wouldn’t incite the guardians.  So, my mission now was to search the underworld of the Free City and find an assassin that was good enough to get to the well-protected agents, kill them, and bring back their stuff so I could go through it for intel. If I couldn’t find an assassin willing to take the job, I’d have to secure a supply of poison and try to do it myself.


There’s much more to Citadel Online than beating on stuff with your sword.  It is truly a deeply complex game.


“Why do you want to play on my server, Mri?” I asked, looking down at her.  “You should play on Azjar like everyone else in the office.  You’d have way more opportunities to get into dungeon clearing and raiding guilds. Playing on my server will hold you back.”


“No thanks,” she said with a face.  “I mean, they’re okay and all, but I think it would be much more fun to have you around to talk to while I’m playing.  I mean, I know we can’t adventure together because you’re like way higher level than me, but we could still meet in inns and do non-fighting stuff together.”


“That would be nice,” I said.  “But Methrian’s the smallest server in CO, Mri.  We’re like way, way behind the other servers.  Hell, no guild on the server has cleared the Undermine yet, and that raid is like two patches old,” I warned.  “If that doesn’t bother you, then sure, go ahead and roll there.  But I think after a couple of weeks, you’ll probably be rerolling on a bigger server.  And if you do, I won’t be mad,” I smiled down at her.  “The way we play on Methrian isn’t for everyone.”


“Hey, can’t ask for more,” she said as we entered the cafeteria.  She saved our usual table as I hit the food line, and she was already well into her can of cat food by the time I sat down.


“So, you buy the game already?”


“Uh-huh!  Got it last night, but I haven’t played it yet.”


“I’m surprised you burned your money on the simsense rig instead of an interface,” I mused.


“Priorities, Kev,” she winked, which made me laugh.  “I’ve lived without an interface this long, I can wait til next month.  But I really wanna try out this game.  So, why don’t you tell anyone else you play it?  Tons of people in the office do, it was them gushing about it that got me interested in trying it out myself.”


“Because I don’t want them bothering me outside of work too,” I replied, which made her give me a glance.  “I play solo, Mri.  I’m not in a guild, I don’t group with other people.  I spend most of my time in the game going places I haven’t gone and exploring, and testing my limits to see how far I can go, what I can do on my own.  It’s a very different playstyle than most other people.”

“It must be lonely sometimes.”


“I prefer it,” I answered.  “I mean, there are a few people in the game I know fairly well, and we talk when we come across each other, so it’s not like I shut everyone out.  I just like to play by myself, that’s all.”


“Well, you’re gonna be hanging out with me from time to time, so you’d better put that in your busy schedule,” she said, which made me chuckle.  “So, any advice for me before I roll?”


“Well,” I said, picking up my sandwich and taking a bite.  “The Drakkin and Sylphs can fly, so a lot of people play those races.  Outside of that, just about any player race can learn any skill with a few rare exceptions, so play what you find the coolest and then seek out the skills that tailor your character to the style of play you enjoy most.  There are three different cat-like races, if you wanna stay close to home, but you can play as a lizard-like race like a Crai, or an elf, which is Faey-like, or an Ogre, who are really big, or even a bug-like race called the Pikk, who are kinda like miniature Kizzik.”


“What do you play as?”


“A human,” I told her with a chuckle.  “I stayed close to home.  But I don’t recommend humans to new players.”


“Why not?”


“Because they’re bad,” I admitted.  “Every other race has cool or very useful special abilities, but humans don’t. All the humans have is that they start with more skill points to buy skills than any other race and they don’t have to have to get the prerequisite skills to get some skills.  Neither of those are anywhere near as cool as flying, or having night vision, or having bonuses to your magic skills, or having claws that let you deal damage without weapons.  It’s so bad that the devs have said on the forums that they’re looking into rebalancing humans to make them more appealing to new players.  Humans have become a running joke in CO, about how like nobody plays them but people like me.  You know, the masochists.”

“Well, as long as you have fun playing a human, what difference does it make what others think?” she said sagely.


“Exactly.”


“So, if you’re a human, is there a cool race in your faction I can play?”


“The other three races in my faction are the Jagaara, who are cat people like you, high elves, and dwarves.  High elves have major magic bonuses, so if you want to play a mage archetype, high elves are a great choice.  Dwarves and Jagaara are more tailored around fighting with weapons, but both of them make kickass magicians too if you build them right.”


“Jagaara, hmm?  Are they cute?”


I had to laugh.  “Vain, vain, vain,” I accused, which made her grin impishly.  “They’re cat people like you, Mri, but Jagaara are taller than humans, so you’ll be the one looking down at me if you roll one.  They look more like a Jirunji than anything else, just much taller than most Jirunji.”


“I’m sold!” she declared in a voice that made me crack up.  “So, I’ll roll my character when I get off work.  Are you close enough to where I’ll start so you can come meet me?  You know, show me around?”

“Sorry Mri, right now I’m like way away from where you’ll start.  I’ll be coming back in a few days, though, so we can meet then.  But what we can do is friend each other, that’ll let us chat without us being in a party, and we can send stuff to each other through the mail.  You just have to promise me something.”


“What?”


“When you friend someone, you can see where they are in the world.  You have to promise me that you never tell anyone where I am,” I told her.  “I like to explore where nobody else has gone, so I don’t want people who know that to find out where I am so they know where the unexplored territory is.”


“How can you tell something’s unexplored?”


“It’s a little hard to explain, but if you’ve played long enough, you can tell if no other player has ever been there,” I answered.  “So, that okay with you?”


“Sure,” she replied.  “You’re my in real life bestie, Kev, I don’t want you punting me in real life over something I do in the game.”


I burst out laughing.  “You’re too cute to punt, Mri,” I told her.  “I wouldn’t do that.  I’d demand to be allowed to give you a belly rub.”


“Watch it, Terran,” she said in an insincerely hostile voice as she unsheathed her claws and brandished them at me, which made me laugh even harder.


Mrima did exactly as she promised.  She sent me a message over Civnet that she’d created a character and was in the game, and lucky for me you can set the game to route Civnet messages into the game for you.  I sent her a friend request, she accepted, and suddenly it was like lunchtime in the cafeteria.  I got to listen to her ooh and ahh as she wandered around the Jagaara starting area, and I explained a few things to her as I navigated the Free City, using friend chat so what I said wasn’t what my character was saying.  It takes a little practice to be able to easily bounce between talking over friend chat and talking as your character, and a lot of people get them confused and say some pretty embarrassing things out where anyone can hear them.


Funny that a guy like me that has no friends on my friend list and never groups can manage friend chat as well as I can.


It was fun to hear her react to how stunningly gorgeous the game is, and how insanely realistic the simsense is, to the point where she asked me a rather astute question.  “Do you feel pain in here?”

“Not exactly.  You have what I call an awareness of your injuries,” I answered.  “You know how bad you’re hurt and where you’re hurt, but it’s not real pain.  So you’ll feel it if a monster hits you with a weapon, but it’s not pain.  It’s you knowing that you’ve taken damage, how much damage you’ve taken, and where that damage is.”


“Oh, okay.  Cool,” she hummed.  “So, if I break my leg in the game, I can’t walk?”


“Exactly.  The game’s very realistic in the impact an injury can have, and yes, you can break bones in the game.  But unlike real life, you can heal even something like a broken bone or losing a leg with a healing spell.”


“I noticed that I couldn’t even buy the skill at character creation.  It was grayed out.”


“That’s because it costs 100 skill points to buy the Invocation school, that’s what healing spells are, Invocation.  Only a few of races can buy Invocation right off the bat, because they either start with enough points to buy it or the skill costs them less to buy than other races.”


“Okay.  Is it worth it?”

“Yes, it is, but using healing magic when you’re a solo player like me has a lot of restrictions.  The game is balanced around the idea that if you’re not a dedicated healer who’s being actively protected by other players, it’s virtually impossible to use healing magic in a fight.  My Inovcation skill is pretty high, but the only time I can really ever use it is well after the fight’s over.  I rely on my Regenerate skill for healing during combat, and I use healing items to raise my hit points out of the danger zone immediately after the fight.  I have to wait around two minutes to use healing spells after the fight’s over.”


“Wow.  Why so long?”


“To keep solo players like me from backing out of a fight and stalling long enough to be able to heal, then get back into the fight,” I answered.  “To prevent that, you can’t cast any spells flagged as healing for five minutes after taking any kind of damage at all,” I explained.  “The higher your Invocation skill, the faster the cooldown wears off, though.  Most raid healers have an Invocation skill way up there, like well past two thousand, because it makes the healing debuff drop off in a matter of seconds if they take damage.”

“Then that’s what you should do.  Then you could use healing magic in a fight.”


“Ah, but there’s another side to that,” I told her as I walked down the street in Free City.  “Using a healing spell causes a different debuff that reduces all the damage you deal, and the higher your healing skill, the more the debuff affects you.  And the damage debuff lasts twice as long as the no-healing effect.  Those two thousand skill healers do virtually no damage at all with spells or weapons.  Sure, you can’t really kill them, but they can’t do anything to you either.  That prevents extremely high skill healers from being invulnerable powerhouses,” I told her.  “Without that, super-high skilled healers could lay waste to anything and everything just by raising their Evocation skill high enough to deal respectable damage with attack spells.  That was how it was right at the release of the game,” I told her.  “Healers were insanely, ridiculously overpowered because they could heal while people beat on them then turn around and blast them to hell and back with Evocation magic, or just beat them to death with a weapon.  The devs moved very fast to stop that.  The way it is now, healers are powerful, but they’re set so you can either heal damage or deal damage, you can’t do both, and you have to be smart about how you heal, else you’ll get your healing magic locked out long enough to get your party members killed.  The tactic nowadays is what people call the pocket healer.  You have a duo, one of them skilled out to heal and the other skilled out to deal damage, and the healer keeps the damage dealer alive.  It’s a pretty rough combo, it’s very hard to beat unless you have some way to put the healer out of action, with a sleep spell or paralysis or something.  When pocket healers became a thing, there was suddenly a huge market for sleep dust, an item enchanters can make that puts you to sleep if you breathe it in,” I said with a rueful chuckle.

“Cool.  See, this is why I wanted to roll here, you know so much about this game,” she told me.  “I won’t feel like a total idiot with you helping me.”


“When I can.  I’m about to drop this chat, Mri, I have to focus on what I’m doing.”


“What are you doing?”


“I’m looking to hire an assassin to kill some NPCs for me.  It’s for a quest.”


“Cool!  You can do that in this game?”


“You can do just about anything in this game, Mri.  That’s why it’s so awesome.”


Mrima let me focus on what I was doing, and it let me get it done.  It took about about two hours to find an NPC assassin, a female NPC dark elf—dark elves were a player race, but not every NPC member of a player race was part of the player faction—and we negotiated the untimely end of the four Kanlon agents in the Free City.  She charged me four thousand gold for the service, requiring me to take a trip to the player bank in the city, and much to my delight, she guaranteed that her service would be rendered in a matter of hours.  I decided to stay logged in and work on some magic skills while I waited, and just about when I decided it was getting late and I should log off, she returned carrying a large satchel.  “This was everything they had on them and in their room,” she told me, speaking Undercommon, the trade langauge of the subterranean races of the Underdark.  Naturally, I’m fluent in the language.


“Thank you,” I said, taking the satchel.  As soon as I had my hand on the strap, the quest updated to Complete, but I had to report back to Freeport to get the reward…I had to take the intel back to Merria the Spymaster and have her examine the documents.  “Your services are most appreciated, my Lady,” I told her with a small bow.


“I’m no lady,” she scoffed.  “And I think I like you, human.”


“That may not be a good thing.”


“It’s not,” she grinned, which made me chuckle.  “Look me up next time you’re in the Free City, human.  We’ll have a drink together.”

Have a drink with a master poisoner…riiiiight.


It was too late to start back for Freeport, so I told Mri I was logging off and did so in the inn.  I got some chores done, then checked the forums on the Civnet CO site that was tracking the Champion quests, the forum where I shared info with the human champion on another server. He was well behind me in the quest chain now, forced to go back to raiding, so I dropped him some info on the quests I’d done so far and my approaches to completing them…which may or may not help him.  While the basic objectives of his quests may be the same, the locations of them would be different, and he might be called upon to do different things than me.  It may not be the Salamanders and the Kanlon in his quest chain, it might be the Efreeti and some other faction on the other continent.  He may not be sent to the Underdark to steal documents from enemy agents, he may be ordered to ambush agents on their way to a meeting…or just about anything else.  These quests were very dynamic, where even players doing the same quest chain were doing very different quests.

I was a bit surprised to find out that the head article on the site’s news feed was about me.  Methrian Server in the Lead on the Grand Crusade Quest Chain was the title, and the picture heading the article was an in-game screenshot of me when I brought Gerin back to Freeport, snapped by one of the players that came there to see what was going on.  I read the article and was quite startled to discover that while each race had a different Grand Crusade, the quest chains of all the other races were reliant on the human champion completing his quests first.  And that made sense.  The impetus of the entire campaign was recovering King Gerin, and that couldn’t happen until the human champion completed the first chain in the Grand Crusade quest line.  And since I’m not a raider or a dungeon delver, I don’t belong to a guild and all my playtime is my own to do whatever I want, it’s given me more time to work on the Grand Crusade than any other human champion in the server group. And the article made specific note of that:  At first a lot of people were having a cow over a solo player being the human champion on Methrian, but we bet they’re not quite so furious about it now.  That’s because the human champion on Methrian has advanced the Grand Crusade questline further than any other human champion, and his efforts have unlocked the second chain of the Grand Crusade quests for the other champions on his server.

But the player himself is something of a mystery, the article continued.  Only one player on Methrian knows anything about him, and she told us that he’s a complete solo player.  He never groups with others.  He spends weeks and even months at a time out in the wilderness, and only comes back to towns to restock his supplies. But not even she knows his in-game handle.  What little she could tell us about him is that he’s specced into melee combat, “specced” was an in-game term, short for “specialized,” he never wears armor, which is a bit of a surprise for a melee-specced player,  and that he is extremely smart.


Given he’s advanced his quest chain further than any other champion, we’re going to agree with that assessment.  The Grand Crusade quests don’t just test a champion’s gear or skills, they test his wits.  The solutions to the quests aren’t always about charging in with your sword drawn and killing things, and he’s managed to get all the way through the first chain and has started the second when some human champions haven’t even cleared the first quest yet.


This guy seems to be uniquely suited to doing this quest line, and him playing solo may be why.  Solo players are looked down upon by most raiders as scrubs, as undergeared wimps that can’t hack raiding, but most raiders don’t understand how clever and capable solo players can be.  The world of CO is a dangerous place, and these hardy souls specialize in surviving out in that harsh, unforgiving world, even thriving in it, and that’s something that many raiders simply can’t do.  No amount of gear and skill points can make up for just being a smart player, and the human champion on Methrian is definitely a smart player.

The human champion of Methrian is a solo player, he plays this game in a way that very few of us do, and it looks like it’s given him a decided advantage in completing the Grand Crusade quests.  Not just in that it gives him more time to do the quests without raiding or guild obligations, but also in how he approaches these quests and completes them.  Maybe it’s because he doesn’t immediately resort to trying to complete the quest with his sword, maybe it’s because he always seeks the most efficient means to achieve his goal, and that gives him a more strategic outlook than the rest of us. But whatever it is, it’s working for him, and we hope it keeps working for him.  We want to see how the Grand Crusade ends, and right now, the plucky scrub from Methrian is the player guiding us on that journey.

If you’re reading this, human champion of the Methrian server, we’re rooting for you.  May the Golden Lion roar!

Well, that was…flattering.  I was glad someone out there understood what being solo is about.  Surviving out in the neutral territories as a solo player isn’t easy, it requires you to be smart about what you do and think about things in ways that groups of players don’t.  Out there, the tiniest mistake or moment of distraction can kill.  I don’t have a pocket healer to keep my health up, or another pair of eyes to make sure something doesn’t sneak up on me.  Everything I do, I do by myself, and I don’t just lurk around the edges of faction territory either, ready to run screaming like a little girl back to a safe space. I go out there, further than any other player, and I survive in some of the most dangerous places in the game without any help.  To have someone explain that in a way that gets the point across, it really made me feel…well, feel good.  I knew that at least one CO blogger gets solo players, and doesn’t think we’re scrubs.

The plucky scrub…I kinda like that.  It’s a badge of honor.


I knew I was right.


It was a good thing I was in Djinn form, using Improved Invisibility as I observed from above, because if I wasn’t, I’d be screaming right now.


It’s been six days since I left Free City, and that was enough time to get back to Freeport, get the next quest, and even spend a little time hanging out with Mrima…and her avatar didn’t surprise me at all.  She went for the cutest female Jagaara she could make, one with a coat modeled after her own, complete with a longer than average tail for a Jagaara to mirror that Pai emulation.  It was fun being logged in but not doing anything but sitting in the common room of an inn in Twinfang, drinking Jagaara blood mead, and just talking with Mrima.  Lots of players do stuff like this in the game, just hang out and socialize without adventuring, and it’s something I don’t really do since I tend to avoid other players.  But I could admit, I kinda liked it.


I didn’t have much else to do. My current quest in the chain was literally wait for Merria to study the documents, and King Gerin will summon you when she’s done.  I couldn’t finish the quest until she got back to me, and I’ve been waiting two days.  It’s almost like this quest is about being patient or something.


Something else happened during that time.  The high elf champion put up the message on the board, arrangiing a time and place for us to meet, and like any paranoid person, I came early to scope out the place.  It was in the village of Dawnsong in elven territory, a village that almost immediately set off my alarm bells.  It’s fairly remote, and it was a well known griefing spot for other faction players because there were very few guards in the village.  Enemy faction players couldn’t kill players in faction territory, but they could kill NPCs, and grief groups often invaded another faction’s territory to slaughter NPCs to mess with lowbie players who needed to buy supplies or turn in quests.


I got there four hours early, shifted into Djinn form, and set up above and behind trees growing on a ridge overlooking the village.  It was well known as a camping spot for mages to rain hellfire down on the NPCs in the village.  While invisiblity spells aren’t foolproof given that smart players learn detection spells to see through it, me being in the air and nestled into the foliage at the top of the trees on the ridge kept me out of sight.


It was the players that didn’t belong there that got my attention.


Two hours before the meeting, who shows up on that ridge?  The Drakkin champion.  And he wasn’t alone, he had six other players with him, each a different race, including a human player.  They didn’t talk once they arrived, moved back into the woods so they weren’t visible, and I moved above them to a position where I could hear them talking in low tones.  And about fifteen minutes later, the high elf champion entered the small clearing and met them.  The moment she showed up, I started recording my simsense stream to the memory in my vidlink, so I could go back and watch it again in case someone said something I didn’t catch the first time.  It’s a trick I use quite a bit when I’m working out how to solo dungeons and overworld bosses.


“I’m not so sure about this, Emelda,” the wood elf said.  “Isn’t it going to completely reset the Grand Crusade quest?  We’ll be starting over.”


“Only Merrik will,” she replied in a calm voice.  “We can help him finish the entire thing, Baron said we’ll suspend raiding to finish the quest line.”


“You’re assuming he’s going to go with this,” the Drakkin said.


“What choice does he have?” she replied with amusement in her voice.  “He’ll lose his champion title five minutes after he sits down to talk to me.  Merrik’s got to be the next in line, he’s the most powerful human raider on the server, so he’ll be the next human Champion.  We’ll help him get through the quest chain.  We can have him up to where that scrub is in the chain in a week..”


“He can log off and not come back just to spite us,” the Harian said sourly.  “Or he can stop doing the Grand Crusade quests and just disappear into the wilderness for a few months.  Either way, we’re the ones that get hosed.”


“Jak, how is he getting out of here with his title?” she asked patiently.  “It won’t matter what he might do, because he won’t be the champion anymore.”


I should have seen this.  The apparent runner-up to the champion title among humans was in their guild.  They wanted me to give up the title so their guildie could take over, get the legendary weapons, get the perks, and get the credit.  And it made me furious.  The offer to win trade to get the mount was just a pretense to get me alone so they could either threaten me or gank me.

“Are you sure we’re not gonna get wasted up here?”


“No, the guards won’t agro you from up here, as long as you use ranged attacks.  It’s a well known bug in the AI of the guards here,” she replied smoothly.  “But don’t start until I give the signal.  And remember, you have less than a minute to get to the graveyard to grave gank him when he dies.”


So that was their game.  Because I’m a champion, I can be attacked in my own faction territory by other champions, and Dawnsong isn’t a safe zone.  Small villages and towns this deep in faction territory aren’t considered safe zones for the players of that faction, because many quests involve players fighting spies, infiltrators, and bad guys within the villages.  They were gonna graveyard gank me, kill me and make me reincarnate at the graveyard, and then kill me there before I could so much as start back to my body to collect my stuff.  They could take all ten of my champion points in a matter of minutes, which would make their lapdog human the new human champion.


Of all the cheap, sleazy, dirty, underhanded tricks, this was the gold cup winner.


And they were not going to get away with it.  That high elf slut was overlooking something very important that I was going to exploit to make sure all of them walked out of here with far fewer champion points than they did when they came in…champions can petition their race’s leader  for help.

I retreated far enough away to not be overheard, then I pulled out the communication crystal Aldion gave me.  It was King Gerin that answered my call.  “I need your help, my King,” I told him quietly, keeping my voice down.

“Is that you, Champion?  Your voice sounds different.”


“It is, I’m using magic at the moment that alters my voice.  I’m in disguise,” I explained.  “I’ve found agents from other factions in our territory, who have come here to assassinate me.  There are too many for me to take on alone.  Can you get some elite soldiers to Dawnsong in elven territory quickly?”

“I’ll send the Skyriders at once,” he replied immediately.  “They can be there within the hour.”


“Thank you, your Majesty.  If you would, please, tell the commander of the Skyriders that the enemy has set up an ambush point on the west side of the village, on the ridge overlooking the inn.  I’ll be nearby, and I’ll move to assist when they engage.”


“I will tell them to attack immediately upon arrival, if that works for you.”


“It will, your Majesty.  Thank you.”


I hovered behind the canopy of a tree abutting the clearing they were using, and I waited.  The high elf bitch left the group to wait for me at our meeting spot, which worked for me, because she was probably the most dangerous of all of them.  And the beautiful irony of this was, when the NPCs attacked her guildmates, she could do nothing to help them.  She was in her own faction territory, and if she attacked the NPC guards of her own faction, well, there were massive penalties for doing something like that.  She could be put in jail for a few days, which meant she could do nothing but sit in her jail cell if she was logged in.  If she was a repeat offendor, or her crime was particularly egregious, like treason, she might even be exiled from the faction, become what was known as a renegade, a player that was unwelcome in her own faction territory and was forced to make her way out in neutral territory.  If she pissed off Queen Evisandra, the high elf ruler, she could very well get permanently banished from faction territory.

I didn’t have to wait long.  I heard the gryphons of the elite aerial military unit the Skyriders pass over us, no doubt landing on the road just outside the village, and I landed, returned to human form, and moved up into a position to attack.  I heard them moving through the trees, heard their armor clanking, and I saw that the five other champions and their human toadie were unsure what to do.  But I made sure they didn’t decide to run by rushing forward.  The instant I was in range, I used Sword Blitz, which caused me to streak across the ridge and strike the Harian in the back, who had turned towards the sound of the soldiers.  The instant I made contact, I used Blade Dance, used it for the first time in a real fight, and I felt the speed boost take effect, which would make my attacks come faster.  I didn’t activate another skill, holding my second skill back in case I needed to use a defensive skill, so I attacked the Harian with the basic sword attacks that were part of the Blade Dance, which I had to perform to maintain the haste effect.  I scored two hits before he could react, and I was almost as startled as he was when his head suddenly popped off his body and he collapsed to the ground.


The vorpal effect! It had scored me my first kill!


My attack caused that fatal moment of indecision for the other champions.  They looked to turn back to engage me, but then the Skyriders charged through the brush and was on top of them, twenty elite high-skill NPC guards capable of killing just about any player.  The human toadie, Merrik, wisely turned and ran—he couldn’t risk gettting on Gerin’s bad side, if he got exiled he wouldn’t be able to complete the Grand Crusade questline—leaving the four remaining champions to their fate.  And it was a short, messy, violent fate, as the Skyriders mowed them down in a matter of seconds.  They even managed to kill the Drakkin champion before he could fly away.


When the last of them went down, the wood elf, I came to a stop with my swords in my hands and regarded the Skyriders.  Their captain gave me a broad smile and a salute with his sword, and stepped over to me.  “Your timing was perfect, Commander,” I complemented him.


“As was yours, Champion,” he returned.  “Are these all of the spies you discovered?”


“I saw the human working with them run off in that direction,” I said, pointing the way Merrik ran with my sword.


“Then we have a traitor in our midst,” the Commander growled.  “Evans, Barker, Wildon, track that spy!  Harrin, Trent, Kane, aerial observation, look for any human running from this location!  Fried, go inform the commander of the Dawnsong garrison of what happened, so she can put her guards on alert!”


And that would keep that weasel Merrik busy.


Oh, and the best part? I killed the Harion without any help from the guards, so I got credit for the kill on the Champion of Champions quest.  I now had twelve champion points, further insurance against losing my title.


The one thing I couldn’t resist was walking down the ridge towards the village, where several elf players were watching from the open-air common area of the inn, and one of them was the high elf bitch.  What did they call her?  Oh yeah, Emelda.  I walked up to the low wall separating the dining area from the grassy lawn outside the inn, then I sheathed my swords in a slow motion.  “Are you going to try now, or is there too much risk I’m in the proection range of the guards?  They do have buggy AI here,” I said in a low, mocking voice.  Then I spoke much louder.  “You tried to set me up to grave gank me and take my title, Emelda,” I called, letting everyone know what had happened.  “I told you when we met that I didn’t trust you.  You should have kept that in mind when you tried this little stunt.”

She glared murderously at me.


“I got a kill credit for the Harion, so your guildie is down a point he can’t get back.  The NPC guards are chasing down your little human toadie, and he very well may get thrown in jail if they catch him.  So, mighty member of the most elite raiding guild on the server, how does it feel getting owned by the scrub?”


“You won’t be champion long, you asshole,” she snarled.


“Maybe.  But when I release the stream recording I took of you planning out this attack, I don’t think many other guilds on the server are going to trust you,” I said bluntly.


“Bullshit!”


“Just keep an eye on the server forums at CO Today then.  It’ll be up by dinnertime,” I replied calmly.


The commander came down to me.  “Is everything alright, Champion?” he asked.


I glanced at the high elf, whose eyes were a little fearful.   “Yes, Commander.  Do you think I can borrow one of your gryphons to get back to Freeport?  I need to report this to the King at once.”


“Of course, Champion.  Just tell the stabler at the aerie to send a gryphon back here.”


I considered rubbbing it in a little with the high elf, but I decided against it.  That’s not my style, no matter how mad I get.  I’d beaten her, and she knew it.  No more needed to be said.  I turned and walked over to the Skyrider gryphon that had been brought over from the road, mounted it with a practiced motion, then turned her and urged her up into the air, never so much as looking back at the high elf champion…a member of my own faction that tried to betray me.

While direct confrontation is not usually my thing, keeping a promise is.


After getting back to Freeport and telling the King what happened, I logged off right there in the palace—I didn’t even want to waste the time walking back to my house—formatted my simsense recording into standard non-simsense audio and video, and posted it to our server’s forum on CO Today.  I made sure to write a quick explanation of what the video was about: This is vid of seven members of the Dragon Knights plotting to graveyard gank the human champion and make him lose his title, so the second in line for it could take over.  The human in this vid is that second in line, who is also a Dragon Knight.


So you know, the human champion turned the tables on them and got them all killed by NPC guards.  Their plot failed.

And that just absolutely blew up.  The guild master of the Dragon Knights responded to the vid with a staunch denial, but the elf players that had seen everything go down who browsed the forum confirmed everything.  They saw the fight, they saw that it involved the human champion—me—they heard Emelda say to my face that I wouldn’t be champion much longer, confirming she was part of the plot, and the facts were too much on my side for any other explanation to make any sense to people.


My vid got way past the server forums.  It got mirrored to other forums, and it even invoked another article on the main page:  Major Drama on Methrian Server:  Guilded Champions Fail in Plot to Make Human Champion Lose Title, and the article absolutely blasted the Dragon Knights…not for scheming to make me lose my title, intrigue was a part of the game, but in using a cheap exploit to do it.  Graveyard ganking was considered the lowest of low behavior, only practiced by cowards and sleazeballs.  That branded the entire guild as cowards and sleazeballs.

And much to my absolute shock, it even incited a response from the game developers themselves.  The next day after work, I read the hotfixes posted on the message of the day window after I logged in, and right there at the top: Champions can no longer lose Champion’s Points if killed within their own faction territory by other Champions, but can still lose Champion’s Points if killed by a non-Champion player whom they attack.  Champions killed within their own faction territory by another champion still give the slayer quest credit for the Champion of Champions and Champion Slayer quests.  Champions can no longer lose Champion’s Points if killed by another Champion within twenty minutes of respawning at a graveyard after death.  

And the second line of the hotfixes?  Graveyards are now considered safe zones.  Reincarnating players have the Safe Zone effect so long as they stay within the boundaries of the graveyard, including having the abilty to fully log out. Leaving the Safe Zone area cancels the effect, and it cannot be reapplied by moving back into the graveyard.

Not only did they fix the exploit the Dragon Knights were going to use against me, they completely removed graveyard ganking from the game.

Awesome.  And a major bite me to Emelda and the Dragon Knights.


Mrima finally made it to Freeport, and I showed her around town, showing her my favorite taverns and some of the best shops, and we did exactly what she rolled on the server to do, us just sitting around in a tavern drinking beer and talking.  And since she’d had her chance to go out and play like a newbie, I decided to gear her out a little bit.  I have a fairly high blacksmithing skill, so I set her up with the best chain mail I could make for her that she could use—really good gear has minimum skill requirements that prevents twinking, or giving a new player overpowered gear so they could blow through quests easily—and a pretty nice axe, since her axe skill was her highest weapon skill. I also gave her some nice consumables like healing totems and some other useful items that I had, stuff that I collected over my adventures that I don’t need anymore because they don’t do very much for me.  I mean, a totem that heals for 50 hit points doesn’t do much for me, since I have 3,700 hit points.  Everything was usable for her since she took my advice and really worked on raising her skills.

“I’ve had a lot of fun so far,” she told me as the NPC barmaid put two new tankards on the table.  “I’ve met some pretty cool people, and we even grouped up and did that dungeon under the Dark Thicket together.  It was really fun!”


“You get any drops?”


“Nah, but that’s okay.  Besides, thanks to you I feel like I can take on an army by myself,” she grinned, showing off her fangs.


“Eh, I had plenty of iron ingots to make the armor and axe for you,” I said dismissively.  “And the consumables, I’ve had those in my item storage for like ever.  I just kept forgetting to clear them out and sell them.  My laziness is your gain,” I told her, which made her laugh.

“Is there a cap on item storage?”


“I think it’s two hundred items,” I replied.  “I just know that sometimes I hit the cap and I have to go in there and clear out the stuff I’ll never use.  Item storage is about the only part of this game that isn’t realistic.  I guess they felt it would be too cumbersome to have to carry backpacks and take them off and root through them for what we need.”


“Yeah, but you have little satchel you always carry, and that scroll case on your belt.”


“Those are a little different,” I said.  “Even though you don’t actually carry carry your money, the game still counts its weight against your encumbrance cap as if you were.  The satchel I have is a magic item called a Bag of Carrying, and what it does is reduce the weight of any money I’m carrying.  I can also keep items in the bag that I can pull out without having to go through my item storage menu, which makes it much faster to get at them.  That’s why you see so many people carrying belt pouches, packs, or satchels, it’s an old trick to put your critical healing totems and consumables in a bag so you can get them out really fast if you need them.”


“Ohhhh.  Cool.”


“The scroll tube is an item that does the same thing, but only with maps.  It stores all my maps and lets me access exactly the map I want without having to go through the item storage menu.  I reach into it, and the map I want is always the map I pull out.”

“That’s pretty cool too.”


“It’s been really useful,” I told her, then took a drink.  I do like the ale in the game…which can actually make you drunk unless you build up your Alcohol Tolerance skill.  Funny thing is, I don’t drink in real life, only in the game.  “I’m always referring to my maps, because the majority of the time, I’m somewhere I’ve never been before.  If not for the maps I make, I may never find my way back to civilization.”


“You ever buy a house in the game?”


“Yeah, I have a small house here in Freeport.  It’s not all that fancy, but it does the job.  But seriously, I’m almost never there.  I use it mainly to store stuff I don’t want to carry around with me, like my crafting materials.”.


“What’s the upside of them, outside of having your own space?”


“Item storage,” I answered.  “If you own a house, your house acts as a bank for items, but with unlimited storage.  People heavy into crafting skills are the ones that most want to own a house, so they can convert it into a shop and use the unlimited item storage to stock up on the mats they need to make their stuff, plus have a place where they can easily sell what they make. Trust me, when you’re making the high end stuff, it can take like thirty different items, between the tools you need and the materials to make it.  So doing high end crafting can fill up your item storage real quick.  Craftsmen are usually the only ones that can afford houses,” I chuckled.  “Crafting skills are the most profitable skills in the game, and you need those profits to buy a house.  The cheapest house I’ve ever seen was a one room hovel, and it cost seventy thousand gold.”

“No way, seriously?”


I nodded.  “A house in the Military District here in Freeport can cost upwards of two hundred thousand gold. That’s where all the rich NPCs and nobles live, as well as the richest human players,” I explained.  “And almost all of them are the high-skill human crafters on the server.  So, if you’re interested in making money, Mri, get into crafting.  Just be prepared to invest a lot of time and gold in it to raise your skill.  It takes a while before it starts turning a profit.”

“I did kinda want to get into blacksmithing, so I could make my own stuff,” she said. “And I thought it would be fun.”


“It’s not bad,” I told her.  “Blacksmithing can be a bit of a pain to raise, but the rewards are worth it.  Some of the gear blacksmiths can craft is as good as raid gear, and blacksmiths can craft special items that only they can use that are more powerful than most loot drops.  That’s why I got into it, I wanted to be able to make phantom horseshoes.”


“What are those?”


“If you put them on a horse, they increase its speed, letting you get from place to place faster.  I worked on it a while, then I got something else that made it obsolete.  But, I kept raising the skill because I realized I could make weapons for myself far better than I could get from a boss monster or a dungeon.”


“Oooh, what did you get?”


“I, uh, got a spell that lets me travel faster, and found out it was faster and easier to raise my magic skill to cast the spell than it would be to raise my blacksmithing skill to make the horseshoes.  And then I found out it was better than a horse,” I hedged.  I don’t tell anyone about my Djinn form.  “Horses are a bit of a pain in this game.  If you buy one, you have to take care of it, and if you dismount and go into a cave or dungeon or something, your horse is still there.  It doesn’t just vanish after you dismount.  So, monsters can kill it, or it can wander off.”

“I didn’t know that.  Strange, I see people riding them all the time.”


“You can rent horses to ride from one town to another,” I told her.  “Most likely it was a rental.  Not too many players actually own a horse, because to care for it properly, you have to either own a house with a stable attached or pay a stable to care for it.  So, you want to be a blacksmith, eh?”


“Why not?  I think it’ll be fun to have a hobby in the game that has nothing to do with killing stuff.  I can work on blacksmithing when I don’t feel like adventuring.”


I had to laugh.  “You’ll be killing stuff to use bits and pieces of them for blacksmithing,” I winked.  “I have some extra blacksmithing tools.  I’ll give them to you as a starter kit.  Some of them are a bit expensive for new players to get, and you need the tools to make things.  And since you need a place to work, I guess I can let you use my smithy.  I converted the first floor of my house into a smithy so I could work on blacksmithing, so it has all the equipment you need to do your work.  And you should work on your Negotiation skill, it’s critical for any craftsman.”


“Why?”


“Well, if you don’t have your own shop, you have to rent space from an NPC smithy to make stuff.  I don’t think you’re carrying a forge and anvil in your pants,” I smiled, which made her laugh.  “Negotiation makes that cheaper, and it also lets you bargain better prices from NPC merchants for just about everything, from renting a room at an inn to buying a new weapon.  Craftsman have to buy a lot of supplies from NPC merchants, like coal and flux and iron stock, so the better your Negotiation, the easier it is on your wallet.”


“Okay.  Glad I already got that skill.”  She took a drink, then gave me a long look.

“What?”


“Just musing that you’re so much different here than at work,” she winked.  “You’re always so quiet and mild-mannered there.  I’ve heard you talk more in this tavern than I have for a week in the cafeteria.”


I had to laugh.  “I almost never do this.  Most of the time, I’m way, way out in the hinterlands, being as by myself here as I am there.”


“Why don’t you group?  I did it, and it was super fun.”


“I guess…I just don’t really want to,” I said.  “Besides, by now, I don’t do it because it would ruin what I’ve built for myself.  I got where I am all by myself, Mri.  I’ve never been in a group, not even once.  At first it was because I didn’t understand the game and didn’t want to look like an idiot to other people.  And then I met Grul the Ravager,” I chuckled softly.


“Who’s that?”


“He’s a rare overworld boss on the Umbral Plain, just on the other side of the Twilight Hills, in neutral territory just outside Jagaara territory.  He was the first monster I ever killed solo that was supposed to be killed by a group.  But I didn’t just walk up to him and smack him down, Mri.  The first time I encountered him, I had no idea what an overworld boss mob was, I thought he was just a regular mob, and he annihilated me.  That made me kinda mad, so I went back to try again, and again, and again, and kept trying until a group killed him.


“That mob made me so mad I vowed to myself I was going to kill him.  So I went out and worked on my skills, farmed money to buy better gear, and when I felt I was ready, I camped where he spawns for four days waiting for him.  And when he spawned, I tried again.  And he wrecked me,” I sighed.  “But I didn’t give up.  It had become a moral crusade by that point, so I went out and trained some more, got even better gear, and then tried again.  And again.  And again.  I spent nearly three weeks trying to kill that monster, Mri.  But then, finally, I did.  I literally only had three hit points left when he went down,” I chuckled.  “But I did it.  I killed a boss monster, meant to only be killed by a group.


“I certainly got rewarded for my effort,” I mused.  “The mob dropped an Ancient Skill called Lone Wolf, which increases the chance that my skllls go up when I use them so long as I’m not in a group.  It’s a super-rare skill, Mri, it only drops from a boss mob if someone kills it solo, and even then the chance it drops is like super-rare.


“But that skill got me thinking, what else could I do by myself?  Just how far could I go?  Could I clear a dungeon by myself?  Maybe even kill a raid boss by myself?  I mean, I’d just killed Grul the Ravager solo, and at that moment, I thought I could do almost anything in the game by myself, if I was dedicated enough and I raised my skills high enough.  And with Lone Wolf speeding up the skill training grind, it seemed feasible.  So, that’s when I started down this path,” I told her.  “I made a decision to see how far a player could go in this game without grouping, without a guild, to be as self sufficient as possible.  I bought crafting skills so I could make my own gear and equipment.  I bought a wide array of utility skills I knew I’d need out in the world.  Hell, I even bought hunting, fishing, foraging, and cooking so I could feed myself out in the wilderness.  I worked my ass off raising all of them, weeks of just grinding skills, grinding skills, grinding skills, then weeks of grinding mobs, grinding mobs, grinding mobs to practice combat skills and farm money.  And it worked.  I got stronger and stronger and stronger.  I got to the point where I could kill overworld bosses, and then I started working on trying to conquer dungeons by myself.  Since you can only get loot from an overworld boss monster once, I started venturing out into the unexplored lands looking for ones I hadn’t killed yet, always seeking out challenges to see if I could overcome them by myself, to truly progress as a solo player.  So, now, I’ve kinda evolved into the server’s most hardcore explorer, the guy that’s always so far away from civilization that it takes him days to get back to a friendly town, and it’s become my secondary goal in the game to have the most complete, comprehensive maps of the entire game world.  I want to go to every place, see everything there is, Mri, and make maps of it to bring back so it helps the players that come behind me.  And I don’t think I’m done yet.  I think there’s more I can do solo, more I can accomplish, and I’m going to work hard to find my limits. I’ll never group until I find those limits, because it kinda goes against my personal code of honor,” I said wryly.  “To group with someone else would make me feel like I got help, and I would never know just how far I could have gone on my own.”

“Wow, I had no idea you were so hardcore,” she smiled.  “And I think it’s awesome that you’re doing something so hard.  I remember that dungeon, I think I’d pee myself if I had to do that by myself.”

“If it’s not hard, it’s boring,” I quipped with a smile.  “But I don’t suggest what I do to other players, Mri.  There’s so much of this game I don’t get to experience because of the playstyle I’ve chosen.  My suggestion to you is to find a good guild.  Find a good core group of friends and play together.  Get stronger together, and accomplish great things together.  Solo play is a lonely life, it’s a harsh, unforgiving life, and I don’t recommend it to anyone but a dedicated masochist.”


She laughed brightly. “Well, I hope that with me here, you at least have someone to chat with when you feel lonely,” she smiled.

“Until you annoy me,” I winked.  “But, if I’m nearby and you need help that doesn’t require me grouping with you, I’m only a call away.”

“Won’t even group with me, huh?  Even when I’m not helping in any way?”


“The code prevents it,” I said lightly.  “I can’t risk being in a group, Mri, not even with you.  Because being in a group can cause group quests to trigger, and part of the challenge I’ve given myself is to never have a group quest in my log.  So, to prevent a group quest from accidentally being added, I don’t group at all.  But, I think I may have to bend that rule,” I said, picking up my mug again.


“Why is that?”


“I’m currently doing a pretty big quest line,” I told her.  “It’s the kind of super-rare quest that you can’t not do.  I really lucked out starting it, and I want to finish it.  But, I suspect that the end of the quest line may require a group to finish it.  And I’ve decided that if that happens, then I’ll do the quest.  I know it ends my solo challenge, but I think doing the quest is more important to me than the challenge.”


“Wow, it must be the mother of all quests to make you do that.”


“It is,” I told her, taking a drink.  “I guess I can tell you, but you can’t tell anyone at the office, Mri. Not one person.”


“Okay.”


“I’m the human Champion,” I admitted.


She gasped.  “You’re the champion?” she blurted loudly, causing several heads to turn in our direction.


“Keep it down,” I hissed.  “And yes, I am.  Trust me, I was more stunned than anyone when I got the champion’s quests.  Those are the quests I’m doing, Mri, they’re called the Grand Crusade.  And the reward for completing the quest line is that it will give a new bonus skill to every human player in the game, at least on our server.  I…I can’t not do that, Mri.  My solo challenge isn’t as important as a quest that benefits all the other human players.  I mean, there are so few of us as it is, and we take a lot of crap from other players because everyone thinks humans are the worst player race in the game.  For us few, proud human players, I’ll put my solo challenge aside and group if I have to in order to complete the Grand Crusade.”

“Holy crap, even a newbie like me has heard of the Grand Crusade,” she breathed, then laughed again.  “Well, it doesn’t end your solo challenge, Kev.  Being the champion and doing epic quests like that, I think it’s fair to call that a reasonable exemption to the solo challenge code.  I mean, if you get any gear from any quest you do that requires a group, just don’t use it when you’re out doing your solo stuff.  And if you get XP from it, you can just commit suicide to lose the XP, that way you don’t benefit from it.  That way the code is maintained.”


I laughed.  “You know, Mri, that’s not a bad suggestion,” I smiled.  “You’re right.  I just put aside any gear that I get if I have to group while doing parts of the quest, give away the gold reward, and suicide the XP so I never use it.  That way I’m not using anything I didn’t get on my own, and it upholds the spirit of the solo challenge.”

“There, see how easy it is to solve problems when you bring them to the smart person in the room?” she winked.


“Bite me, Mri.”


The rumble with the Dragon Knights had some lasting repercussions.


I read about it yesterday at lunch while checking the server forum…the Dragon Knights were disbanding…and the reason was because of the failed plot to take my title.


Some of the members of the guild were so appalled and disgusted over what their guildmates did that they left the guild, and there were enough of them that did it that it reduced the guild’s numbers to the point where they could no longer raid.  And when the guild master tried to recruit new members, he found that people didn’t want to join a guild full of graveyard gankers.  Unable to raid and discovering that the server community was going to hold them accountable for what they did, the guild leader decided to just disband the guild.  The members had to find new raiding guilds to join, at least except for a small core group of ex-members that formed a new guild…which held all five of the other champions that were in on the plot, the guild master, and a couple of other ex-guild members.


I suppose they were hoping that if they had a new guild name, people wouldn’t associate them with the Dragon Knights.  They decided to name themselves the Golden Crusaders, and the forums said that they were going to focus on completing the Grand Crusade questlines for their five champions.


The amusing thing that happened was from the high elf champion, Emelda.   The bitch had the absolute nerve to put a post up on the forums asking all the champions to meet to discuss win trading so all of them could get the mount, something that four other servers had already done.  I didn’t have to post to shoot that in the ass, either.  The very first reply was from someone claiming to be the dwarf champion, and his simple snarky response, will this meeting take place beside a graveyard by chance? ended it then and there.  The rest of the replies burned Emelda to the ground, not letting her forget that she tried to cheese me out of my title. It got so bad the forum mods had to lock the thread.

It went to show how a server’s community policed itself, and how being an ass in this game could have severe repercussions.  Nobody on the server was ever going to trust Emelda again, at least outside her circle of friends, and she was starting to discover the depth of it.

I wasn’t happy to see the Dragon Knights fold.  Not all of them were in on what happened to me, and I felt bad for the people that suffered because of the actions of their guildmates.  It also left even more of a hole in our server’s poor raiding community, because the Dragon Knights were the top guild on the server, and now they were gone.  That put us even further behind other servers when it came to raid progression.  Even if I don’t raid, I certainly don’t want to see the raid community take a hit.


I also learned something else.  Other champions had posted pictures of their weapon stat windows, and I found out that all the offensive Champion weaponry shared one trait; every one of them had a special ability that allowed the user to score an instant kill against an opponent.  Weapons had abilities like mine and Crusher, but the spellcaster weapons, the staves and wands and daggers, had abilities that caused spells to have a chance to cause instant death, an ability called soul rend.  Like the physical weapons, that chance was based on the user’s spellcasting skill opposed by the target’s magic resistance, so the more potent the player’s offense was over his target’s defense, the better the chance that soul rend triggered.  The only weapons that didn’t have an instant kill ability were the ones designed for a dedicated healer.  But those weapons had a fairly powerful ability themselves, an ability that allowed a healer to place a hex on a target.  Whenever the healer cast a healing spell, the hexed target would take a proportion of the hit points healed as magical damage.  That was pretty powerful, allowing a healer to deal real damage, allowing them to bypass the damage debuff when casting healing spells.  What balanced it was that the healer could only hex one target at a time, and they could only use the hex once every two minutes.

I found on the forum that someone that had worked out a formula for the instant kill mechanics on the weapons.  It turned out that there was a hard cap on our weapons’ special abilities to score an instant kill, and that was a defense of 2,730.  At that point, it doesn’t matter how high my sword skill is, that defense skill lowered the chance of a vorpal strike to 0%.


What it told me was that the Harion didn’t have a defense skill of 2,730.


That made sense to me after I thought about it.  Many raiders don’t actually get hit all that much unless they’re the tanks, the players who spec—short for specialize, players who dedicate their skills to a defined role—for taking damage from the boss..  The job of any raider not a tank is to not get hit, because it puts undue pressure on the healers to keep the raid members alive during boss fights.  A player like me, on the other hand, gets hit all the time, and every hit on me is a chance that my defense skill increases, boosted by Lone Wolf.  In a way, I’m like a tank spec raider, I have a super-high defense because I get beat on by the monsters I fight solo.


Needless to say, just about every dungeon and raid boss has a defense higher than that, which would prevent a champion from cheesing a boss fight with a super-lucky hit.  Dungeon bosses from the most recently released dungeons have defenses above 3,000, and current raid bosses well over 5,000.  And as for myself, I was already there.  My defense skill is 2,912, which puts me well over the hard cap.  That meant that the instant death ability on champion weapons wouldn’t work on me.


That was an amusing thought.  I nearly have the defense skill rating of a current content dungeon boss…though dungeon bosses usually have ten times more hit points than I do, so they’re still way tougher than me.


In my case, being over the hard cap was going to come in very, very handy.  It meant that champions gunning for me to get the mount couldn’t one-shot me with the instant death aspect of their weapons.

I thought about that a while as I stood at the rail of the Wavestrider, one of Freeport’s naval ships, as it plied the waves two days west of the city.  I was on the next leg of the quest chain, for Merria’s research of the papers I brought her said that there was a secret Kanlon outpost on a small island known as Skull Rock. It was one of three outposts or naval bases the Kanlon had built for their navy to use to prosecute an invasion of Arcavia.   The only way to get there was by ship—it was way too far for a gryphon to fly without dying of exhaustion—so there I was, on a ship.  I was being sent along with an expedition of ten human Marines, five elven mages, eight Jagaara rangers, and eight dwarven warriors.  Our job was to determine if the outpost was still there, and if so, to attack it and capture as much intelligence as possible, and if any Kanlon ships were in port, to do our best to capture them.  Admiral Rogers wanted us to bring back a Kanlon ship so he could get an idea of how formidable they would be if Freeport’s navy came up against them.

That was only smart, in my opinion.


Even though I was the only player on the ship, I certainly didn’t feel alone.  I’ve said that NPCs in this game are very complex, have personalities and are able to hold conversations, and the NPCs on this ship were no different.  For one, Captain Breeg was a lore character, so his AI was very complex.  Breeg was a famous—or infamous—NPC in Freeport for being a bit, well, weird, but he was supposed to be one of the best ship captains in the navy.  He had a habit of talking to himself, always referred to himself as “we,” and whoever programmed his AI had dialed up his talk like a pirate setting to eleven.  Yesterday, out of nowhere, he screamed something about fire fairies, ran across the deck, and jumped overboard.  The ship had to stop to fish him out, and when he got back on deck, he went on about his business as if he’d done nothing unusual whatsoever.


So yeah, he was a little crazy…but I have to admit, he made this trip very entertaining.


I used the time praciting my skills, building a target dummy on the deck that would allow me to practice combat skills.  I used my time raising Blade Dance, trying to get it as high as possible as fast as possible.  I had to get it over 1,000, over that threshold, and I was a long, long way from that.  I only managed to get the skill to 603 by the time the lookout called that he could see Skull Rock.

I looked at the time, and realized I wasn’t doing this today.  The ship was probably still an hour from the island, and by then it would be too late.  I went up to Captain Breeg and used the in-game roleplaying equivalent of I have to log out, and he replied by assuring me he’d anchor the ship well away from Skull Rock so they didn’t know we were coming.  The ship would then wait there for me to log back in, though things would happen while I was out.  No doubt the mages would use scrying spells to see if the base there was still occupied, and they’d tell me what they found out when I logged back in.


I sat up in my bed and stretched, then unplugged the datafiber running from my vidlink to my jack.  I switched the vidlink to viddy mode, putting it on the news as I went to the kitchen area and started making some coffee.  I heard the news anchor talk about the Karinnes establishing a Stargate in a new galaxy to open it to exploration for the rest of the Confederation—

Wow, had things changed.  Just a couple of years ago, the Karinnes had invented an engine that could let ships go to other galaxies, and now the Confederation had ships out in other galaxies exploring them.  Just sixteen years ago, we had no idea there was even life beyond Earth, and now my best friend was an alien and they were reporting about exploring other galaxies.


Talk about progress.


Eh, I’m only an explorer in CO.  No way in hell I’d be capable of doing anything like that for real.


I sat at the desk by the viddy and activated my handpanel, and naturally, I went straight to the CO Today forums.  I checked the sticky topic at the top that champions from various servers were using to share information, and I checked the newest posts to see if any of the human champions had managed to get to where I was in the chain yet.  And nope.  The closest was the champion on the Underwalker server, he was at the stage where he was bringing intelligence he’d gathered back to Freeport for Merria to go over.  That was two quests behind me.  I was curious to find out if he had to wait the same amount of time I did, so I posted, asking him to keep track of the time he had to wait.

 The Grand Crusade had certainly taken over CO.  Raid guilds were suspending raiding to help the champions in them do their quests, champions were now devoting all their game time to the quests, and players from every server were watching on like kids waiting for Christmas, eager to watch the streams of champions doing the quests, video of the quests they didn’t stream, posts about the quests, and how the quests were starting to affect the servers.  On Methrian, Kanlon ships had been spotted off the west coast of Arcavia multiple times, and in one case, a small raiding party of Kanlon marines landed just off the Kuato village of Ruvia.  The Kuato NPCs and players fought them off and sank the ship, and we found out the next day that it was not part of the Kuato champion’s quest.  My progression of the quest chain had caused the Kanlon to start appearing, and now they were doing stuff like trying to raid coastal villages.

They were probing our defenses, that was what they were doing.


And I liked it.  In a way, it was allowing everyone take part in the Grand Crusade.  While players like me were doing the actual quests, everyone else got to help by doing things like fighting off Kanlon raiding parties.  And it made me wonder if the actions of other players might influence or change the quests that I had yet to do.  Maybe some Kanlon NPC that was supposed to be important to one of my future quests gets killed in a raiding skirmish…well, that removes the NPC from the game—“named” NPCs don’t respawn except for overworld rare boss mobs and lore characters, who get resurrected after they die—and that would mean that my quest would change to reflect it.


And I was betting that at some point, there was going to be a major Kanlon invasion, and players from all over both worlds were going to flock to the western coast to fight them off, to do their part in the Grand Crusade.


It wouldn’t be the first major, huge battle in the game.  A year ago, a massive orc invasion threatened all of Arcavia, and there was this gigantic battle in Stonefang Pass as players and NPCs fought them off.  On our server, the orcs managed to destroy the hill dwarf town of Stonemead, who were part of the Covenant faction along with the Harian, Selkies, and Sylphs, slaughtering all the NPCs there, and we stopped them right at the end of the pass, right before they would have broken through and swarmed into hill dwarf territory.  I was in that battle, and it was both super fun and freakin’ scary.

The skeletons and rotting bodies of the dead were still in the pass, and there were tons of undead monsters running around there now.  Most of them were around the ruins of Stonemead.  The hill dwarves had just finished building a fort at the mouth of the pass about three months ago, where we stopped them, and a few NPCs had moved there from other towns in hill dwarf territory to help support the soldiers that were stationed there to keep the undead in the pass from getting into hill dwarf territory.  Those NPCs were now handing out new quests. 


It was an example of how the world of Citadel Online changed, how the actions of players had a lasting impact on the game, and it was one reason so many of us were utterly addicted to this game.  Stonemead had been a quest hub, but the orc invasion had destroyed it, and it didn’t just magically go back to normal after the event was over like it would have in a game like World of Warcraft.  Stonemead was gone, the NPCs that had populated it were dead, the quests that had once been offered from Stonemead were removed from the game, and nothing could change that.


I could maybe try streaming someday.  I’ve never streamed the A/V portion of my simsense feed while playing before, but I know how it’s done.  And I could maybe post some of the simsense recordings I have of part of the quests I’ve done; I tend to record them so I can go back and study them, catch the things I missed the first time.


But…I don’t really want the attention.  I mean, I think it would be kinda cool for people who are interested to see what a Grand Crusade quest is like from the inside, like other champions were doing, especially because all of them were different.  My quests weren’t the same as the other human champions.  But I didn’t want people to know who the player was behind the character.  What I was experiencing was unique, and it would be nice for people to see my quests from my perspective.


Besides, I don’t want people seeing my character window.  It would show people what gear I have equipped, what my stats are, what skills I have, and in a game like CO, the more people know about you, the easier it is for them to kill you.  It wouldn’t take people long to connect the streams to the Methrian human champion, and that would allow the other champions to study my info and come up with a strategy to beat me.


So, yeah, it would be cool to do it, but nope, nope, nope.


I’d save the recordings I have, and record much more of them from now on.  I’d record entire game sessions whenever I was working on the quests, that way I’d catch anything that might happen.  I’d save it all, and when the Grand Crusade was done and I handed the Champion title to someone else, then I would release those recordings.  I’d edit them, turn it into like a movie or something, let people see the Grand Crusade from start to finish and skip over the boring parts like me spending days traveling to where the quest objectives were.


I checked my vidlink’s memory, and saw that it wasn’t going to be a problem at all to record hundreds of hours of A/V feed off my simsense stream…and if I started running out of memory in the vidlink, I’d just transfer the stream files over to datasticks or buy some memory expansion chips for my vidlink, no problem.  I checked all my game record files to make sure I hadn’t deleted any of them, and much to my delight, some of the recordings I had were hours long, where I’d started recording and forgot I turned it on, which recordered the rest of the game session.


It would be fun.  I’ve never done anything like video editing before, so it would be something new to try.


I wanted to make a couple of setting changes to the game to make it easier to record my simsense feed while I was thinking about it, so, I hopped over to the bed, laid down, grabbed the datafiber and jacked it in, then restarted the game.  And as soon as the simsense stream started, I found myself laying on the floor of my cabin, and the sounds of cannons and shouts were hitting my ears.  The ship was under attack!  I rushed up onto the deck, and saw that our ship was engaged with two Kanlon rakers, cannonballs flying back and forth between the three ships.  The Kanlon ship to port had its mast shattered by a shot, and I dove to the deck when a spray of wooden shards came from the sterncastle behind me, feeling a few hit me and do a little damage to me.

“Champion, they’re about to board!” Breeg screamed from the steering deck.  “Hard to starboard!  Port cannons, prepare for broadside!”


“Port cannons!” the bo’son relayed from near the mainmast.  The ship on the other side launched grapples, which tangled into the rigging and dug into the railing.  Then the ship pitched a little as they started reeling us in.


“All port FIRE!” Breeg screamed.


“All port FIRE!”


The thunder of twelve cannons firing simultaneously rang in my ears, and the ship lurched under me from the recoil.  They shredded the Kanlon ship to port, blowing huge holes in it, blowing off its bowsprit and mizzenmast, and killing the helmsman and wiping out the wheel.  “Prepare for boarders!” Breeg screamed, drawing a cutlass and rushing down to the deck, standing beside me.  “Archers to starboard!  Mages, loose on them!”


The Jagaara rangers and high elf mages responded, and they sent waves of arrows and spells at the enemy ship.  The Kanlon had archers and mages too, returning fire, and the two ships traded blows as they slowly pulled towards each other.  I took cover under the stairs up to the steering deck along with Breeg, and I saw that our mages were more powerful than theirs.  They managed to kill several Kanlon sailors, as did the Jagaara archers, but took no casualties themselves.  That wasn’t a surprise; my troops are elite soldiers, and the Kanlon sailors are just normal NPCs. Elite NPCs have way higher stats and skills than regular NPCs, and that translated to my troops blasting the hell out of the enemy as they sought to board our ship.

They did manage to board, and that was when I got involved.  Me, Breeg, and our human marines and dwarf warriors met the Kanlon boarders at the rail, and it turned into a complete scrum in seconds.  They came at us both from boarding planks and swinging over from ropes, and the organized lines dissolved into a pitched battle on the deck.  “Rangers, fire arrows, set fire to their ship!” I barked at the Jagaara, then parried an attack from a Kanlon sailor’s cutlass and riposted, slashing him across the upper arm and chest.  I felt my sword’s proc trigger, draining life from my opponent and using it to heal the wounds caused by the wooden shrapnel.  I saw the other ship that ate a full broadside start to list, it was sinking and its sailors were abandoning ship, jumping into the water and swimming towards us.  My opponent went down and was replaced by a Kanlon wearing a waistcoat, a twisted snarl on his face, but that snarl turned to a vacant look of shock when I took off his head with one swing.  The Jagaara used their ranger magic skills to set fire to the heads of their arrows, and they loosed them at the Kanlon ship.  “Staria, the boarding ropes!” I shouted to a willowy high elf woman standing behind a shield with her companions.  She nodded and used the words of power for the Air Scythe spell, and seconds later, it swept across the void between the two ships, shearing through both the grappling ropes and the boarding planks, cutting off the Kanlon reinforcements.  Several of them that had been on the planks trying to board were pitched into the ocean, and one of them was cut in half by the spell.


But there was no blood.  I play with blood and gore set to off, because the sight of blood and gore can trigger a PTSD-like effect in me, from the time when I was a slave on the farms.  Visible wounds for me don’t show blood and flesh and tissue and bone and organs, it just shows a red light filling the “wound.”  You can set it so it’s totally realistic, but I’d rather not throw up all over myself or have a panic attack in real life after watching some guy’s guts spill out of a belly wound.


No.  Thank.  You.


The battle raged for several more moments, but since no more Kanlon sailors were boarding the ship, the fighting tapered off.  The surviving enemy ship was turning away from us, the sailors in the water swimming towards it as fast as they could, and they were raising their sails as other men put out the fires set by the Jagaara.  Our mages and rangers had put a beating on them, and now they were going to try to retreat to warn the outpost on the island.  “Don’t let that ship escape!” Breeg barked, pointing at it with his cutlass.  “Mages, blow it out of the water!  Helm, hard to port!  Starboard cannons, prepare for broadside!”

“Starboard cannons!” the bo’sun repeated in his booming voice.


They weren’t needed.  Now that they weren’t under active attack, the five mages had time to cast the big spells, and they used them.  They chanted for nearly twenty seconds, and then five pillars of fire came down from the heavens and immolated the Kanlon ship.  When the pillars winked out, it left behind an instant firestorm on the deck, the sails, ropes, and wood of the ship burning anywhere the pillars of fire touched them, and the fire spread quickly to where it didn’t.  The sailors that survived the initial spell were charging through the flames to jump off the ship, most of them on fire when they hit the water, and not all of them surfaced.


“We’ve got ‘em!  We’ve won the day, mateys!” Breeg boomed, which caused a cheer to rise up from the deck.


“Staria, you know any charm magic?” I asked her.


“I do,” she nodded.


“Then let’s pick up the survivors and have her interrogate them,” I told Breeg.


“Aye, Champion, good idea,” he said with a gap-toothed grin.  “Pick up the survivors!  Prepare the brig!” he ordered.  “Mateys, full sail, let’s get away from that burning ship before the smoke draws in more enemy rakers!  Helm, come about and get Skull Rock back under the horizon!  Mages, any of ye know any magic that can hide the ship?”


“I know a spell that will raise a bank of fog around us,” one of them said.


“Get it ready.  We’ll put some distance between us and these ships, circle around Skull Rock to get out of the line of any pursuin’ ships, then hide in yer magic fogbank.  We’ll hold there til the Champion is ready to land on the island.  We’ll be hidin’ to the west of the island, and they’ll be lookin’ for us to the east,” he predicted.


Well, that was exciting.  I watched as the NPCs did their jobs, picking up about 20 Kanlon sailors and taking them to the brig, then the ship raised full sail and retreated from Skull Rock, making it look like we were retreating back to Arcavia, getting out of line of sight of any lookouts on the island.  That was probably how they found us.  After making sure that everything was going to be alright, I logged back out and blew out my breath.


The game is dynamic…well, that just proved how dynamic it was.
