
This was it.  The day.


The final battles of the Grand Crusade were scheduled to start today, though we had no idea which battle was going to start first.


Freeport was crowded, more crowded than it had ever been before.  There were thousands of players in the city, and most of them were recent rerolls from other servers who had come here to get in on the battle.  They were easy to pick out in the crowd, with whatever gear they’d managed to scrounge up in a couple of weeks and looking quite excited, and they vastly outnumbered those of us who played on the server.  There were maybe only about 400 players from Methrian in Freeport, with the rest of them being rerolls, and most of them were from the other factions.  The Black Fangs faction held the Drakkin, so there were a ton of Drakkin players, but the Moonshadow faction held the Nazetar, and they were also a significant presence in the city.  As for us Champions, we weren’t down on the streets milling around with the players and NPCs, the twelve of us from the three factions participating in this fight were on the highest tower of Falcon’s Roost, which gave us a commanding view of the bay and ocean beyond.

The four races of the Black Fangs faction were all reptillian, which made it one of the most homogenous factions in the game.  Simply put, there were the flying lizards, the big lizards, the fast lizards, and the magical lizards.  Supposedly the four races were all related, were descended from a single race, but they didn’t look very much alike. The Drakkin were lean and tall, their frames built for carrying their wings.   The Saurkin were very big reptillian bipeds, the “physical” race of the faction, who topped out at nearly three meters tall and had the highest base Strength stat in the game.  The Kadekin were the “magical” race of the faction, a slim, elegant race of reptillian bipeds that looked a great deal like the sabax, but they had mottled tan scales that helped them blend into their desert home more easily.  The last race were the Silakkin, which were the “Savasa” race of Netherim.  They weren’t very tall, whip-thin, extremely fast and agile, and like the Savasa, they could run at high speed on the ground.  The champions of the four races were up on the tower with us, along with the Moonshadow champions, which didn’t take up nearly as much space.  The Kuato, a race of canine bipeds who supposedly were born human but were cursed with an animal body,  the “werewolves” of CO, were the tallest of the four races of their faction, and they were only slightly shorter than Jagaara.  The Nazetar were more or less just water breathing humans with green-tinged skin, so they were normal size compared to us.  Dark Elves were slightly shorter than humans and much more willowy, shorter than High Elves, Underdwarves were a tad shorter than the Mountain Dwarves that were part of our faction, but more heavily built.  The Saurkin champion, the Kuato champion, and Hinasa took up the most space up on the top of the tower, and the Drakkin champion, Sebirk, was perched on the parapet so his wings didn’t get in anyone’s face.  We’d decided to meet up here on the eve of the battle so we could discuss strategy, organize who would be in which raid party, and where in Freeport we’d be, so we had maximum coverage of the docks and a Champion could respond to any part of it within two minutes.

Much to my displeasure, Savar wasn’t with us.  She had her own battle to fight on the Sea of Grass, and my plan to be there to help until the Kanlon attacked Freeport fell through.  Kanlon ships had been sighted last night, so King Gerin ordered us to stay in Freeport.  He was worried that the Kanlon would attack Freeport first…and he just may be right.

There was nothing to do for us but wait.  No doubt the event wasn’t going to trigger until enough Champions were in all three battle locations, and since all of us were in Freeport, it had to be at one of the other battles that they weren’t ready.  That, or the event was set to start at a specific time, a time we didn’t know, so all we could do was stand around and wait.


I didn’t really contribute to the conversation, just listening, because as far as I was concerned just about everyone there except for Emelda, Braggan, and Hinasa were future enemies.  The Champion title would remain after the Grand Crusade, and that meant that the Champions would still be hunting each other to complete the quest for the flying mount.  That was why my plan was to more or less ignore Citadel and go back to exploring the Twin Worlds for a while to stay out of sight.

But I couldn’t deny that I was happy to see so many people in Freeport, even under these conditions.  The city had been transformed from an open, inviting city of clean white stone to a warren of blockades, fortified positions, and dead ends meant to confound and slow down Kanlon invaders if they got past the docks.  Entire houses were torn down and their materials piled over the streets to block them, to force invaders into one route that would be a gauntlet of crossbow fire from positions on the roofs of the buildings flanking the route.  Drakkin warriors, gryphon riders, and mages on flying discs were in the air patrolling the city, and the harbor was filled with Nazetar in their iconic scale mail armor, armor made from the scales of a magical fish called a shieldflank rather than metal, the scales very light, but also nearly as tough as iron.  There had to be thousands of players in the city, and that was on top of tens of thousands of NPCs.

I was glad I didn’t sell my house here in Freeport.  The Golden Lion Champions had been using my house as a base of operations for the last week as we got prepared, so I’d gotten to know Braggan and Hinasa well enough to consider them almost friends, friends enough to allow into my house.  Hinasa had a subtle sense of humor and spent most of his time “in character,” he was a major role player despite being a raider and good enough to be the Jagaara Champion, and Braggan was down to earth, a little raunchy, and surprisingly funny.  The four of us were grouped with two healers from the Golden Crusaders and the Dark Riders, both High Elves, players I didn’t know, so I was more or less staying quiet in chat as much as I was on the tower.  All twelve of us were in the same raid along with guild members from all the top guilds and some other high-skill players from the lower tier raiding guilds, a fully maxed out raid of 200 players.  Our raid was being commanded by Felik, who the other guilds trusted to do a good job.

“It’s got to start soon,” Sebirk grunted, standing up and opening his wings a bit as he looked out over the harbor.  “We’ve been in position for over an hour.”


“They made us wait before,” the Saurkin Champion said.  His name was Kavak, which I thought fit a Saurkin to a tee.  “I just wonder how long we have to stand on the dock and wait for the ships to get there.  The fliers, Nazetar, and the guys on the ships are going to get the first shot at them.”


“Yeah, they have to fight their way through the Freeport Navy to get into the harbor,” Braggan agreed.


“I’ll be out there, I’ll let you know,” Sebirk said.


“So will I,” I finally said.


“Mage disc?” Hinasa asked.


I shook my head.  “Feather Light,” I answered, pointing at my boots.  “I thought it wasn’t going to be all that useful when I chose the boots, because I needed the boots for the stats more than the effect.  But it’s come in damn handy.”


“I’d say it will,” the Dark Elf Champion mused.  Her name was Alandra, and she was probably more like me than anything else in how she’d set up her character.  She wore the trademark light, supple Elven Chain armor, which was dyed black, and like me, she dual wielded a pair of elegant longswords, but that was no surprise.  Dark Elves got Dual Wield for free (which is a big deal, the prerequisites for Dual Wield mean it usually takes at least two months of skill training after rolling a character to be able to take the skill), a damage bonus when dual wielding, and they also got a bonus to the damage rating of short swords, longswords, and daggers.  Her dual wielding a pair of longswords was her being smart and using her racial advantages to the fullest.  “Now I wish I’d gotten the boots out of the set.”


“Just be careful, there’s going to be Sahaugin out there,” the Nazetar champion warned.  His name was Tarven, and he wore the iconic fish scale armor of the Nazetar and carried a trident as his Champion’s weapon.  “They’ll take shots at you as you run across the surface.”


“I know,” I assured him, then all twelve of us turned and looked when a horn sounded from the north fort.  The two forts guarded the entrance to the harbor, and there was a significant number of troops stationed in both.  Admiral Rogers was certain the Sahaugin would storm the forts to take them and let the Kanlon ships get into the harbor unmolested.  I agreed with him. The horn sounded again, then other horns in the city joined in.


That was the signal.  The Kanlon fleet had been spotted, and the battle was about to begin.


“That’s it,” Emelda said.  “They’re coming.”


“I think that means our battle starts first.  A few of my guildies are at the other battles, and they said they’re still waiting, the Kuato Champion said.  His name was Fang (meaning he was one of the first players to roll on Methrian to get a name like that), and he wore plate armor and carried a really, really big two-handed axe.


“First horn,” Felik called over raid chat.  “Everyone get to your assigned positions.  They’re coming.”


“I’ve gotta go, I’m in the advance force,” Tarven said.

“So am I,” Emelda mirrored.


I turned and jumped up onto the parapet, then gave a shrill whistle, two fingers to my lips.  A moment later, an armored gryphon flew from the aerie on the other side of Falcon’s Roost.  I jumped onto her back as she flew past.  “No fair!” Braggan laughed.


“I can use army assets, remember?” I called lightly as the gryphon carried me towards the docks.


I landed with the other gryphon riders who were lined up along the docks, urging the gryphon up to stand beside the captain of the Skyriders, who was mounted on a similarly armored gryphon.  “That expains why Windclaw wouldn’t take a rider,” he noted dryly.


“You’ll have her back when she gets me out to the ships,” I told him, patting the gryphon’s white feathered shoulder.  “I’ll be doing my best to disrupt the ships from the decks, attacking the helms and rudders to make the ships unsteerable.  It’s where I can do the most good.”


“A dangerous plan.”


“But if it works, it’ll be worth it,” I noted, glancing at him.


The horn sounded again, and that made the captain stand up in his stirrups.  “Everyone get ready!” he shouted.  “We take off at the third horn!  Get your crossbows ready, make sure your quivers are full!  And be ready for anything!” he warned.  “We don’t know what the Kanlon have up their sleeves!”  In front of us, the Nazetar all dove and started out of the harbor, to get into position to intercept the Sahaugin as they tried to reach the forts, and behind us, thousands of Drakkin landed along the rooftops along the edge of the docks, getting their crossbows ready.

The third horn sounded.  “That’s it, men!  Take off!” the captain boomed, clapping his visor down and dropping back into the saddle.  “Razorbeak, up!”


It was quite majestic, I figured, the players seeing the gryphons of the Freeport Army, the Drakkin, and the mages all take off from the docks and start to ascend, gathering into organized formations.  I rode just behind the captain’s formation, which was in the vanguard, with Drakkin all around me, including Felik and Sebirk.  “You be careful down there, Xen,” Felik warned.  “You’re going to be completely surrounded at all times.”


“I can handle myself, Felik.  I’m used to being outnumbered,” I told him calmly.  “I’ll do my best to cripple as many ships as I can, that should keep them from reaching the docks.”

Tarven called over raid chat.  “We see the Sahaugin.  Holy shit, there’s thousands of them!  This is gonna be a total war!”


“Be careful down there, Tarven,” Felik called.


“If there’s one thing a Nazetar knows how to do, it’s kill Sahaugin,” he replied cheekily.  The Sahaugin were the main enemies of the Nazetar much the same way the lizard men were the sworn enemies of the Jagaara, their starting quests all revolved around beating the Sahaugin back away from their home city.  Given the Sahaugin’s taste for human flesh, it was no surprise they hunted the Nazetar so single-mindedly.


A few minutes later, the Kanlon fleet came into view, and there were thousands of them!  I had no idea there would be so many!  It was a complete armada of several different ship types, from sleek rakers to massive dreadnaughts, and the biggest ship of all was almost the size of a small town!  It was so big it was built on a triple hull design, like a trimaran, with a giant platform built over them upon which the main body of the ship rested.  If I could disable that thing, I could get us one big step towards winning this battle!


“By the Powers,” I heard the captain mutter.  “There they are, men, ready your weapons and prepare to dive!” he called.


“Look above the ships!” someone called.  “By the point!  They have airborne troops!”


I used a quick spell of Far Sight, and I gasped aloud. There were hundreds of small winged reptiles with red scales, each of which were carrying two Kanlon, one controlling the beast and the other armed with a heavy crossbow.  My God, those were drakes!  Drakes were much smaller cousins of dragons, not nearly as smart, but very nasty and very dangerous!


They’d managed to tame drakes?  I didn’t think that was possible in the game, for either players or NPCs!


We’d never seen any of them when we did the recon of Skull Rock and the other Kanlon bases!  Where the hell did they come from?


“Those are drakes!” I shouted to the captain.  “Two riders on each one, a pilot and a crossbowman.  Captain, those drakes have breath weapons!” I warned.


“Damn it all, this just got a lot harder,” he growled.  “Change of plans, men!  We engage those drakes!” he screamed.  “They have breath weapons, don’t let them get close to you!  Pass it down the line!  Robertson, turn back and warn the King about the drakes!”


“Aye sir!” one of his men called, and his gryphon turned back for Freeport.


“All airborne units engage those drakes!” Felik called over raid chat.  “We can’t attack the ships with those things trying to roast our asses!  Tarvon, can you spare men to attack the ships from below?”


“I might, but it’s a total war down here, Felik!” he answered.  “I’ve got Sahaugin all but stapled to my ass!”


“Do what you can, Tarvon!”


“Captain, I’m sending Windclaw back so she can pick up a rider,” I called as I unhooked from the saddle and stood up on her back.  “I’ll do what I can to disable the lead ships.  With luck, the ships behind will ram once they can’t steer anymore.”


“Are you nuts, Champion?” the captain barked.


“I’ll be fine!” I shouted, then I took a small step and jumped up enough to let the gryphon fly out from under me, then let myself freefall towards the ocean below.


“Did you do that on purpose Xen?” Felik asked over raid chat.


“Yup, doing my part.  Go sic those drakes, guys.  I’ll try to slow down the lead ships by cutting their rudder chains.  Hopefully that’ll jam up the entire armada as they try to avoid colliding with them.”


“Good idea, Xen.  Good luck,” Felik said as he flew over me high above, and getting higher with every second.


I landed lightly on the surface of the ocean and was almost immediately attacked by a Sahaugin.  A spear head erupted from the water between my legs and tried to spit my unmentionables, which I avoided just barely.  I then had to all but dance across the water as I avoided more spears, then I had to deal with a volley of arrows and crossbow quarrels fired from the lead ship.  I parried several of the missiles, but one hit me in the upper arm, dealing some damage as it grazed over my arm and thankfully didn’t lodge in my body.

Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.


It was certain death to stay on the water’s surface, so the idea of going around the ship and attacking the rudder chain was out.  I ended up having to board the Kanlon raker at the bow, using Feather Light to vault up onto the bowsprit, then fight my way across the deck to reach the helm  Above me, visible when I glanced up, I could see that the airborne units of both sides had engaged, and it was total chaos up there.  Gryphons and Drakkins and drakes were banking and circling and diving and climbing, and the air was thick with crossbow quarrels, spells, and even fire from the drakes’ breath weapons.  I was nearly killed by the body of a Kanlon drake rider when it slammed into the deck not half a meter from me as I struggled to reach the helm, very nearly killing a Kanlon Marine as well.


The going was much easier on the ship than on the water.  These Kanlon NPCs were not high-skill or heavily geared, so I was able to kill them without much effort…but the problem was, there were dozens of them due to them stacking the ships with infantry to invade Freeport, and they were working together.  I got stalled just in front of the steps up to the steering deck by a coordinated quartet of Kanlon Marines who had better weapon skills than the others.


A shadow fell over us all.  I spared a quick look up, and saw the dead body of a drake falling right at us!


“Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!” I screamed out of reflex as I turned and dove away, as the four Marines tried to do the same, but they weren’t fast enough.  The body, which was nearly five meters long and had to weigh a ton, tore effortlessly through the rigging and hit the deck so hard it shattered it, sending wooden pieces of shrapnel in every direction as the body fell to the deck below, went through that one, went through the third deck, and then hit the hull of the ship at the bilge. The entire ship shuddered and listed heavily to port from the impact, and I could hear rushing water below us.  The body had breached the hull, and the ship was doomed to sink.  How fast it sank was anyone’s guess, but it was destined to be décor on the bottom of the sea.  I slid across the deck as the ship nearly threatened to capsize, grabbing hold of the rail to keep from going over into Sahaugin-infested water, but many of  the Kanlon weren’t so lucky.  They were launched out over the rail and into the sea.  The ship nearly corkscrewed around the point of impact as the stern rose up out of the water, then the ship slammed back to the surface and rolled back to starbord.  The bow almost immediately began to settle deeper into the water.

Holy crap this was getting intense, and it just started!


I needed another approach here.  Despite me being in the raid, I knew it was time to reveal my deepest secret, because I wouldn’t survive to reach the next ship otherwise.  I’d get skewered by the Sahaugin trying to run across the surface of the water.  I sheathed my swords and took a breath, exhaled, and did the deed.  I jumped from the rail of the doomed vessel and took Djinn form the instant my feet came off the rail, and recalled my bow and conjured a single arrow as I accelerated up to my full speed just out of reach of the spears of the Sahaugin, coming in low over the surface so fast that Kanlon archers would have trouble aiming at me.  I came right at the bow of the next raker in the formation, rising up over the deck as I slithered through a hail of arrow and quarrel fire, then drew my bow as I passed by the stern of the ship.


I practiced this.  I practiced shooting the bow moving, so when I loosed, my arrow was on target…and it was on target because I used Imbue Arrow, removing my need to lead my target, allowing me to aim directly at it.  A lance of lightning erupted from my bow as the string snapped forward, the arrow at the head of the lightning bolt, and the bolt carried the arrow straight and true to my target.

Not the captain, or the helmsman, but the helm.


The lightning bolt did the trick, given it hit with the formidable magic of Imbue Arrow stacked on the damage rating of the bow, which was nothing to sneeze at.  It struck the wheel and made it explode, sending wood and brass shrapnel flying into the face and body of the helmsman, making him stagger back and fall.  Without a wheel, and the wheel mount holding the chain that connected the helm to the rudder being broken and on fire, the ship was disabled.


I slowed to a stop directly behind the ship and used a spell Emelda gave me, her spell that protected her from non-magical arrows and missiles for five minutes at my skill level.  I needed it, else I’d get whittled down by their arrows and eventually killed.  The only drawback of the spell was that it had a cooldown.  I couldn’t cast it again for the same amount of time it was in effect, so if I ran it the full five minutes, I had to wait five minutes to cast it again.

“Holy crap, another of your exotic consumables, Xen?” Felik spared a moment to ask me over raid chat.


“Something like that,” I answered.  “But I don’t have long, maybe five minutes.  I’ll do as much damage as I can before I run out of time.”


Under the protection of that spell, I managed to do some damage in the five minutes I had.  I took out the helms of six ships, the ones in the lead, but my idea to create a traffic jam didn’t really pan out.  The ships were still moving forward, powered by the sails, and the other ships were giving them a wide enough berth that they weren’t doing very much to slow the fleet down.


I did this too soon. I should have kept it in reserve and used it just before the ships tried to enter the harbor, when their ability to turn would really matter.  I screwed it up.


Damn it!


I was about to curse aloud, but I ear-splitting BOOM nearly startled me out of my skin.  I looked in time to see a Kanlon ship’s mast fall to the deck, then I looked the other way and saw the Freeport Navy about two kilometers away and closing, fring their forward cannons as they charged.  The Navy was engaging!


It became total chaos.  The Freeport Navy was gong to stop the Kanlon fleet no matter what it took, and given they were so heavily outnumbered, their tactic was to sail right down the throats of the Kanlons and engage them almost at point blank range, making it so a Kanlon ship couldn’t easily fire on a Freeport vessel without potentially hitting one of their own allies.  It also accomplished what I’d been trynig, forcing the Kanlon fleet to slow down and spread out to avoid ramming Freeport vessels.  It was a crazy tactic, nearly desperate, and it was going to get a ton of Freeport ships sunk, but this was not the time to be playing it safe.  If the Kanlon fleet got into the harbor with even half of the ships they had, they’d unload more than enough troops to threaten the city.  But, it wasn’t as crazy as I thought as I watched and lined up to attack another ship.  The Freeport Navy had cannons and the Kanlons did not, they used ballista and catapults, and at such close range, the cannons were much more effective.  That close, catapults were almost completely useless, and their ballista were having problems penetrating the thick hulls of Freeport galleons and frigates.

“Sahaugin are coming ashore at the forts!” somoene shouted over raid chat.


“Keep them off the walls!” Felik barked in reply.  “Tarvon, can you cut them off?”


“Not right now, we’re barely holding onto our asses down here!” he replied urgently.


“Xen, get to the forts!” he ordered me.  “You’ll do more good there!”


“Got it!” I answered, veering off and accelerating to my full speed as a Djinn.

I didn’t get back unscathed.  A drake dove at me as I made my way back, me barely avoiding its breath weapon, and I had it chase me all the way back to the forts.  It was faster than me, but I had much more maneuverability, so I was able to keep from getting bitten in half by zigzagging, avoiding both the drake’s jaws and the arrows of the riders.  I took out the pilot with an imbued arrow, which made the drake veer off before the second rider could take the reins.  I played tag with it almost all the way back to the forts, until a crossbow quarrel hit the drake in the head from above and it crashed into the ocean barely a hundred meters from the north fort. I looked up to see the Skyrider captain salute me before veering off to go after another drake, already in the act of reloading his crossbow.

The Sahaugin were scaling the wall of the north fort and had already established a foothold atop the wall when I arrived, and when I landed and changed back to human form, I was much more in my element and much more effective.  I joined the defenders, helped rally them, both players and NPCs, and we stiffened our defenses and pushed the Sahaugin off the wall, sending them crashing onto their allies on the rocks below.  We fought for nearly a half an hour at the fort as we watched the naval battle and the sky battle get closer and closer, saw more and more Freeport ships go under, and they weren’t taking nearly enough Kanlon ships with them.


“We’re losing the south fort!  Sahaugin are inside the fort!” I heard someone call over raid chat.  “Felik, we need more people here!”


“Anyone on the docks that can get there, go!” he barked.  “Emelda, send a couple of mages to clear the wall and give them a chance to take it back!”


We heard a sudden crashing sound from inside the south fort, and I saw the harbor chain that was pulled across the two forts to prevent ships from getting past it shudder and then fall into the water.  “They cut the chain!” someone barked over raid chat.  “They cut the chain!”


“Damn it!” Felik growled.  “The south fort isn’t worth holding!  Everyone in the south fort regroup at the dock or the north fort!”


Someone else had the same idea.  A moment later, fire appeared in the windows of the barracks area in the south fort, and that fire started to spread.  Someone had set fire to the fort…but who?  A player?  An NPC?  The Sahaugin?


After twenty more minutes, the last of the Freeport ships went down, taking a Kanlon raker with it by ramming it, and that allowed the Kanlon to reset their lines and start making for the harbor.  I moved from the north fort to the docks to stand with Prince Albion and the other Champions not already engaged, because from Tarvon’s reports, it was Sahaugin we’d have to fight first.  They were massing up just outside the harbor and were preparing to come in ahead of the Kanlon ships, to tie us up and prevent us from meeting the Kanlon landing parties at the quays.  The Nazetar had been blocked off from the harbor by the Sahaugin, pushing them back to prevent them from reinforcing the human city.  But that only worked up to a point.  Felik had the bright idea of having Emelda and the mages put out the fire consuming the south fort, and when that was done, the Nazetar came ashore and climbed up the and over the wall of the south fort using the same ropes the Sahaugin set, then diving into the harbor on the other side and swimming to the docks.  Nazetar were more than capable of fighting on dry land, and to try to stop the Sahaugin in the harbor, outnumbered and cut off from reinforcements, would be suicide.

“I guess they wanted to make it hard,” Braggan said with a grim chuckle as he readied his axe.  The first of the Kanlon ships was now clearly visible between the harbor forts, about five minutes from passing between them and entering the harbor.


“We almost lost the orc invasion fight too,” Hinasa reminded him.  “They pushed us all the way into that hill dwarf town and destroyed it before we got the upper hand. We’ll just have to do it again.”


“This is not a fight we are going to lose, Champions,” Prince Albion said in a calm, implacable voice, adjusting the pauldrons of his plate armor.  “If we lose, we lose Freeport.  And I will not allow that to happen.”


“We’re not going to have time to discuss it,” Alandra said, drawing her swords and pointing at the water.  “Here they come!”


She was right.  We saw bulges in the water as the Sahaugin came close to the surface.

We had plenty to do just a moment later.  What seemed to be uncountable swarms of Sahaugin broached the surface at the docks and started climbing up, all over the docks, and the ones climbing the pilings under and behind us were trying to cut us off from the harbor district.  But they were met by absolute hordes of rerolls, players in starter gear and what skills they could grind in two weeks, and that balanced it out.  The docks all up and down the shoreline were a mass of intense fighting, and bodies started piling up on the wooden quays, both Sahaugin and defenders.  We held the dock we felt was the one most likely to be used by the Kanlon to unload their troops, to bottleneck them as best we could, and since four of the twelve Champions were there with Prince Albion, a high-skill, elite NPC, we held our pier solidly against the push.  Me, Alandra, Hinasa, and Braggan stayed by Albion’s side as he fought from horseback, and we were joined not long after the Sahaugin started climbing by Tarvon.  We held our pier for a good half an hour, and the others had done magnificently stalling the Sahaugin at the docks, holding the line and not allowing them to push us off, which would give the Kanlon an unresisted place to unload their troops.  But they were coming, and there was no way for us to stop them.

And the first ship that came into the harbor was that absolute behemoth, which just barely managed to scrape between the walls of the harbor forts and get into the harbor.  It slowed, raising its sails as it approached  the docks, and we’d been correct that it was coming to our pier, the only pier with which it could feasibly dock.  Arrows and spells lanced through the air in both directions as the ship approached, the Kanlon recklessly killing their own Sahaugin allies in the arrow storm as they tried to push the defenders back away from the piers, as their own arches and mages tumbled from the rails of their giant ship and fell into the water, felled by the crossbowmen set up along the edge of the docks in elevated positions, using the superior range of their weapons to fire on the ship.  The volley of spells from the ship proved that the Kanlon did indeed have magicians, but had not engaged in the fight until now.  The ship didn’t turn its side and drifting up to the pier, it instead came straight forward and let the pier run between its center and port hull, then it ran aground and came to a stop.  Almost the instant it did, long planks were lowered from the deck above, clattering to the quay not ten meters from where we were.


“Here they come!” Braggan barked, pointing with his axe.


And who was the first Kanlon to come off the ship and walk slowly, confidently towards us?  A raid boss.  His NPC icon held the symbol that identified him as a boss monster.  He was a good half a meter taller than an average human, wearing a sailor’s waistcoat in Kanlon red, a red Admiral’s hat with a long white feather, and sturdy black leggings and black boots.  He drew a cutlass and a main gauche, which was a fencer’s dagger with a stout blade and a wide basket hilt to protect the hand, then pointed his cutlass at us.  “Time for your degenerate curs to prove to us why you deserve not to be exterminated,” he said in a sneering voice.  “Fight with everything you have, near-humans, and we may allow you to live as slaves to the true humans of Arca.”

“Oh, bloody hell,” Braggan grunted.


“You just had to say that they weren’t going to make this easy for us,” Alandra growled as she took a single step back, her swords in a ready position.


None of us were expecting a raid boss encounter right off the bat, and we weren’t ready for it.  The healers in my group were out of position, and the Sahaugin were pressing in on us too heavily for us to redeploy to deal with this guy.  I knew if we engaged him, we’d get murdered, but we also couldn’t just let him advance, he’d chase our asses all the way back to the harbor district.


There was only one thing to do.


“Get Albion out of here!  Reset at the barricades!” I shouted, then I took a single step forward and activated Sword Blitz.  The Kanlon reacted to my sudden rush, intercepting my swords with his cutlass and dagger, and his NPC icon changed to indicate he was engaged in battle.


I specialize in fighting overworld boss monsters. It’s what I do, and without bragging or anything, I’m good at it.  But I was in no way prepared for this raid boss.  He put me on my heels almost immediately, and I took five hits from his cutlass and main gauche before I had the chance to think about what I’d just done.  But my job wasn’t to kill him, it was to stall him to give the others a chance to set up so they could fight him.  I acitvated Blade Barrier and absorbed ten more strikes, my swords moving in a defensive blur as I rapidly parried his attacks, then I stepped inside his thrust, pivoted, and slashed him across the upper left thigh, scoring a hit.  I followed it up with a stomp to his right foot, an unarmed attack, slithered aside as he tried to stab me with his main gauche, and scored a hit on the inside of his left arm when he overextended his lunge.  I stepped past him, getting under him and behind him, and I almost tauntingly smacked him across the butt with the flat of my sword.


I didn’t want him to take his attention off of me, I had to hold him there and give the others as much time as possible, and a good old fashioned taunt often did wonders to keep an AI’s attention.


It certainly did the trick.  He whirled on me with rage twisting his face, and I lost my fear and reservation as he came at me.  I was going to lose this fight, I knew that, but I figured I could hold him here a good five minutes before I either died or was forced to retreat.  That would give the others time to set up to fight him.


I’d never been in a fight like this before.  This guy was faster than I was, and his attacks hit like a Mack truck.  If it wasn’t for the extra defense I get from Blademaster, he probably would have finished me of in about fifteen seconds.  But I held firm, cycling through my defensive Ancient Skills to hold him by the gangplank as his troops rushed past us with weapons drawn, none of them helping the raid boss or interfering.  But I wasn’t just hiding behind my swords, I was hitting back, and I’d managed to take a visible piece off of his health bar…at the cost of nearly half of my own.  But, the amount of health he was taking off of me slowed as I started to understand his attack style, started to see his moves and began to predict the next.  His style relied on his speed, but it wasn’t very complex, as if he went too fast even for his own ability to plan his next attack.  He used set motions, almost like practiced forms, and when I started to see them repeat, I began to be able to predict what was coming. Like many AIs, and many players, he had a defined style that made him predictable to an enemy that took the time to analyze his movements.  His eyes widened when I parried a complex series of slashes and thrusts of his weapons, not using any skills at all but my basic Sword skill.  He tried again, using a series of thrusts with his main gauche that I knew would end with an overhanded slash of his sword, and countered that as well without him scoring a single hit.


“All you have is speed,” I said when we tied up, struggling against each other.  “Let’s see how you fare when that advantage is taken away.”  I kicked off of him, slid to a stop, then crossed my swords, lunged forward, and activated Blade Dance.


The tide turned.  He had no counter to the haste buff I gained using Blade Dance, and I tore into him with a lightning fast series of slashes, each one linked because I had to actively continue using those forms to keep Blade Dance up.  Each hit barely scratched him, but I hit him so many times, so fast, that his health bar visibly began to drop.  His eyes were almost frenzied as he struggled to parry my attacks, but when I matched his speed with my own speed, his form seemed to degrade as he got flustered, flailing at me as I just plain outfought him while in Blade Dance.


He depended on his speed.  Take that speed away, and his fighting style wasn’t nearly as dangerous, because he was so used to being faster than his opponent he hadn’t properly trained to deal with the situation where an opponent matched his speed. 


That was his weakness.  All bosses had a weakness, a programmed weakness that players could use to beat them, and that was his.  His defenses weakened when facing opponents that could match his speed.  If the raid against him was hasted, they could take him down.  They needed to cycle through primary attackers using a haste buff, have them pull back and let Fatigue fall off as another wave of front line fighters took their places, keep him constantly engaged by hasted front line fighters to keep him from gaining momentum.


“Haste!” I cried urgently over raid chat.  “He’s weak to haste!  He can’t handle opponents that match his speed!  Keep the front line fighters engaged with him hasted and his defenses weaken!” I told them as my form faltered when he finally managed to parry enough of my attacks to break Blade Dance.  I had to burn my most powerful defensive Ancient Skill, Wall of Steel, when he came at me like ten kinds of pissed off bitch, his eyes enraged and his movements even faster.  I was knocked from my feet when he backhanded me with his left arm, sliding across the deck and rolling back to my feet barely half a meter from the edge of the quay.  “Tell me when you’re ready to engage him, he’s kicking my ass here!”

“Just hold him another moment, Xen!” Braggan replied quickly.  “Just another moment!”


He didn’t try to slash me, he surprised me by kicking me, kicking me off the pier!

Oh hell no!


I changed almost the instant I came off his foot, my gear and swords disappearing and replaced as I changed to Djinn form, and I brought my other swords out of item storage using the bandolier as I brought myself to a stop, ascended up over him, then dove right back at him with my swords leading.  The look of surprise on his face was most satisfying.  I scored multiple hits on him as he seemed stunned by my sudden change, until he shook himself out of it and started fighting back…and when he did, he was much more tentative.  I guess he’d never fought someone taller than him before, or someone whose feet never touched the ground.  I switched instinctively to the fighting style I’d developed for myself in Djinn form, since my feet weren’t on the ground and I relied on my flying for power and leverage, and it put him on the defensive.  I had reach on him with my longer arms and weapons, and most of my body was out of reach of his cutlass and main gauche, he was only really able to swing at my arms because I wasn’t allowing gravity to dictate my movements.  I was literally upside down fighting him, keeping the majority of my body out reach of his weapons, which no doubt looked quite unusual to anyone watching.  It forced him to swing and stab upwards, against gravity, while gravity assisted my downward attacks.  But that changed quickly when a few arrows fired from the ship came at me, since I was an open target up in the air like that.  I showed off almost every move and trick I’d worked out for Djinn form in a bare moment, exploting the fact that my feet don’t touch the ground to pull off sweeping circular and screw attacks, getting low to the dock by turning my body sideways and going after his legs with my swords, going high and going after his head, arms, and shoulders, and generally flowing into and out of a vertical fighting base to prevent him from easily guessing what I was going to do.  Djinn could move in three directions, and I had taught myself how to fight in three directions using my swords.  Djinn did not obey the laws of gravity, and thus there was no obedience to gravity in my fighting style.  They were exotic moves, unorthodox, and they had the intended effect of confounding the Kanlon admiral or whatever he was.

I bought us the time we needed.  “Disengage, Xen!  We’re ready for him!” Braggan called over raid chat.


“Not yet,” I replied, trying to take his head off, but he managed to parry the blow at his neck.  “I think I have him figured out.  I’ll do as much damage to him as I can before I pull back, make it easier for the rest of you.”  I slid back and crossed my swords, then rushed forward and went into another Blade Dance.


And that hit hard.  He struggled mightily to protect himself against the combination of my haste while using Blade Dance and my Djinn fighting style, even though the attacks I used in Blade Dance were the same.  Me being in Djinn form concealed the fact that it was the same attack routine as before because it came from a different angle, else he might have recognized it and parried enough blows to break Blade Dance.  I held Blade Dance for nearly thirty seconds, a relentless onslaught of lightning fast slashes and thrusts that completely overwhelmed him.  I took nearly 10% of his health with that Blade Dance sequence, and I only had to break it because his minions got involved.  Six Kanlon Marines charged in and engaged me, forced me to disengage from the raid boss, which ended Blade Dance.  The admiral dropped to one knee, panting hard, and to my chagrin, his health started going back up!  One of the magicians on the boat behind him was a healer!

Damn it damn it damn it!


“He’s got adds and a pocket healer!” Braggan boomed over raid chat.  “Xen, pull him away from the ship!  Bring him to us!  I need a squad to cut off the pier to keep those healers from getting close enough to heal him once we have him here!”


Sending my swords back to item storage, I chanted the words of power to one of the few Illusion spells I knew, Dark Cloud.  When I was done, a black cloud formed around the raid boss, which broke the line of sight of the healers and prevented them from healing him any further.  The cloud couldn’t be seen from the inside, so I had no trouble seeing the raid boss as he got back to his feet, his six helpers pushing me further and further away from him.  I ascended out of their reach and recalled my bow, conjured an arrow already nocked, and drew and used Imbue Arrow in a smooth, practiced motion.  My target wasn’t the six Marines, it was the raid boss.  My lightning bolt hit, but didn’t hit very hard at all…but it did the job of making him focus on me.  I made him come after me, chase me along with his six adds, drawing him to the other Champions.  I changed form and landed beside Braggan and Hinasa, who had their weapons ready as the raid boss charged us with his adds.  “Alright, lads, let’s kick his ass!” Braggan boomed, raising his axe, pointing it at the raid boss, and charging.

It was the first time I ever faced a full on raid boss with a group, and much to my delight, they were using my strategy.  As other raid members engaged the adds to keep them off us and keep the NPC healers out of range of him, four front-line fighters engaged the raid boss at a time, all of them hasted.  When the haste buff faded, a fighter would withdraw and another fighter would replace him, which kept constant, relentless pressure up on the raid boss.  But he had other tricks than what he showed me, which were no doubt pre-programmed actions he would use in certain situations, or when his health reached certain thresholds.  We started the fight with six hasted fighters, had to pare down to four because whenever five or more fighters got within range of him, he would use an area of effect attack with his cutlass, like a scythe of pure air which both damaged us and drove us backwards.  When the mages in the raid opened up on him, he used a defensive ability that reflected their spells back at them unless they came at him from behind, which meant the mages had to constantly move and shift to stay in his rear arc, and the four front line fighters had to stay in front of him to keep him from turning towards the mages.  He would still randomly turn towards the mages, however, to keep them from getting too complacent back there.  He called in waves of reinforcements every time his health reached a 10% threshold, and the lower his health got, the more reinforcements he called to assist him, and those adds kept the rest of the raid tied up.

We had him under control…for 90% of the fight.


When he hit 10% health, he went absolutely crazy.  He gained a haste buff of his own, his damage almost doubled, and he called in the surviving drake riders to assist him, to blast the entire dock to hell and back with their breath weapons.  That drew in the mages, Drakkin, and Skyriders still fighting the drakes, turning the dock and the sky over it into a complete maelstrom of fire, spells, arrows, quarrels, feathers, scales, and fighters.  He killed over half the raid before we had him down to 5%, and when we had him down to 2%, he finished off all the other front line fighters…leaving only me and the mages that were out of his reach.  And he finished them off by ignoring me and going after them, but not before they had him down to 1%.


One freakin’ percent!


“As it began, so it ends,” he said confidently as he walked towards me, his reinforcements flanking him.  “With you and me.  And you will fall to me as all your allies did.”


“I fought you to a standstill before, I can do it again,” I countered, holding my swords out and low as I stared him down.


“I salute your prowess, subhuman,” he said calmly.  “You would have been a worthy gladiator in my stable.  A pity I must kill you.”


“The fall of all fools is overconfidence,” I told him, taking a deep breath, then raising my swords.


He only had 1%.  I had to find a way to hold up against him and his reinforcements and score enough hits to take that last 1%.  But that wasn’t going to happen if I charged at him like some crazy fool.  I’d never score enough hits with my swords to take the last of his health before he or his adds killed me.  And he’d just deflect any magic I used at him right back at me, since he’d always keep his face to me.


This required trickery.  And I had a plan for that.


I leaned forward, and then I all but vanished as I activated Sword Blitz, screaming across the dock.  My target wasn’t the raid boss, it was the minion directly in front of him.  I hit him full on, driving him backwards and off his feet, and I jumped him as my path to the boss became unimpeded.  He didn’t retreat, he raised his cutlass and main gauche and met me head on.  My swords were already crossed for Blade Dance, and I went into it the instant I was in range.


But this time it was different.  He was under the effect of a haste buff himself, so he parried every attack as his lackeys closed on me from behind.  But I didn’t falter, I held Blade Dance, not letting his parries knock me out of it, moving from strike to strike in the sequence with absolute concentration.  This was the third time he’d seen it, and he was predicting the moves, parrying every blade now that he had the speed to do it…which was exactly what I was counting on.  He began to riposte, hitting me for more than ten percent of my health with every attack, but I held Blade Dance, I held it like a man who had nothing else and was absolutely determined to make it work.


When his lackeys were on top of us, swinging at my unprotected back, I put my plan into action.


I sheathed my swords and rolled backwards in on smooth motion, going under the swing of a cutlass that might have finished me off, then came up holding a small wooden barrel in one hand and a crude wooden bow with an equally crude arrow already nocked in the other.  The barrel came from my item storage, the bow and arrow conjured.  I threw the barrel at the raid boss, which he intercepted and knocked to the ground, where it split a seam and spilled a little bit of its contents out onto the dock.

I then vaulted into the air, going impossibly high thanks to Feather Light, which got me out of reach of the raid boss’ lackeys to keep them from finishing me off.  I drew the bow back even as I ascended, and the man’s eyes widened when he realized I wasn’t aiming at him.  I was aiming at the barrel seeping a mysterious grayish-black powder onto the deck under his feet.


He had never seen gunpowder before.  The Kanlon didn’t know how to make it.  He didn’t understand the danger he was in…until it was too late.


I activated Imbue Arrow and released the arrow, firing very nearly at point blank range.  An incandescent bolt of lightning lashed from the bow, carrying the arrow along with it, and it struck the barrel at the raid boss’ feet.  And when the intense heat of the lightning scorched through the wood, it ignited the gunpowder within.


The explosion wasn’t as big as it could have been if the barrel were larger or fully sealed—it was the compression of the accelerant that created an explosion—but it was enough.  The barrel exploded right under the raid boss, and I saw his body rise up out of the fireball and get flung a good four meters back towards the harbor.  The adds and me were caught up in the explosion as well, knocking all of them down, killing the ones that had taken a lot of damage from the rest of the raid, and taking all but 4% of my health and sending me against the wall of a warehouse facing the docks.

When the raid boss hit the wooden planks of the dock, he was dead.  The explosion and fire damage took his last 1%.  My ploy worked.


Enough of the lackeys survived, getting up and looking in my direction, which told me that laying on the ground and within their reach was a deadly proposition.  I scrambled to my feet and pulled a healing crystal out of my Bag of Carrying—healing totems heal for more, but they can only be used out of combat—then crushed it in my hand even as I turned and vaulted upwards again.  It restored 20% of my health, which got me out of the danger zone, and I put a foot on a window sill on the side of the building and vaulted up again, then again at the next one, until I was on top of the building.  There were several NPCs and players up there, all wielding crossbows, and the players were giving me huge grins as I rolled out of line of sight of any archers on the ground and went to one knee, pulling a full healing totem out of my bag and wait out the ten seconds of no combat activity that would clear my combat condition, so I could use it.


“That was pretty slick,” one of the players said approvingly.


“It was the last trick I had,” I said modestly.  “I picked up that barrel of gunpowder when I was defending the fort, I thought it might be useful.  I’m just amazed it worked.”


“You got him, Xen!  Awesome!” Braggan praised over raid chat.  “Now get some people down there to hold the area so we can get back to our bodies and regear!”


“I’ll do what I can,” I assured him.


“Dude, I’ve never seen anything like that!” another player said.  “You went toe to toe with a raid boss for over a minute!”


“Yeah, then he kicked my ass,” I retorted, which made many of them laugh.


That was one small victory in a battle that was not going our way.  The Kanlon ships managed to tie up to the dock in greater and greater numbers, ships tying up to the ships at the docks and unloading their soldiers across them before pulling back and sailing out of the harbor, and once they fully joined with the Sahaugin raiders, it pushed us out of the dock area and fully into the Harbor District.  We were driven back, and back, and back, further and further from the docks, halfways across the Harbor District, and it forced the Champions to spread out to try to hold them back at multiple important chokepoints.  I was right in the middle of it, but it was not very encouraging.  I could kill the Kanlon soldiers and Sahaugin in windrows, but they just seemed uncountable.  For every one I cut down, three took his place, and it was that sheer force of numbers that forced me and the other Champions to pull back, and pull back, and pull back, until we were at the edge of the Trades District.  We were losing the Harbor District!


Damn it all, my house was just four blocks from here!


But we did get reinforced.  The Drakkin and mages finished off the last of the drakes, and they along with the Skyriders began pounding the invaders from the air, slowing their advance.  The Trades District also held many more civilians on the rooftops with crossbows, which would also help slow them down if they broke out of the Harbor District.


“We have to hold the line!” Albion screamed from his horse behind the front lines, waving his bloodstained sword in the air.  “We can’t let them into the Trades District!  Fight on, men and women, fight with all your heart!”


The speech was impressive, but it didn’t help.  For over an hour, we fought a constant, slowly retreating war against the invaders, slowly pushed back from every street, overwhelmed at every chokepoint, until we had our heels at the edge of the Military District and we were in range of the archers and mages stationed atop Falcon’s Roost.


We were losing Freeport!


“We’re running out of room to retreat!” Emelda said desperately, then she cast a spell that obliterated like 30 Kanlon and Sahaugin in one fiery explosion.  “If they take Falcon’s Roost, we lose Freeport!”


“I know!” I told her.  “Is there anyone from your guild you can call in to back us up!”

“No, the other battles have all started!” she told me.  “Everyone’s engaged!”


“Damn it, we need help!” I snarled, cutting down another Sahaugin.  “We need—“ I cut off with a gasp.  “I think I know where I can get some major firepower to help us out!  Em, hold the line!  I’ll be back in a few minutes, I don’t have to go far!”


“Xen!  Kevin!” she called as I used Djinn Form, then rose up and flew inland as fast as I could.  But I didn’t have to go far, my destination was just on the other end of the Golden Stand from Freeport.


Near the coast.


I landed and returned to human form just outside the abandoned farmhouse, and rushed in and quickly pulled the secret lever in the chimney that opened the stairwell going underground.  I ran through the tunnel as fast as I could, then slid to a stop already on my knees at the ledge that overlooked the Guardian of the Golden Stand, Selvaron.


“Lord Selvaron!” I shouted, which caused his eyes to open and raise his head.  “Lord Selvaron, we are in dire straits and desperately need your help!  The Kanlon and their Sahaugin allies have nearly taken Freeport!  We are going to lose the city!”


“You of all mortals should know that I am forbidden from interfering in your affairs,” he replied in a stately voice.  “The Seven Stands are not concerned with the temporary kingdoms of the mortal races.  We protect something much greater.”


“But Lord Selvaron!  If the Kanlon take Freeport, they’ll find the ley line, and they’ll try to take it for themselves!” I pleaded, trying to reason with him.  “The Seven Stands may protect something greater than transitory mortal kingdoms, but the ones that will take our place will be your enemy, not your ally!”


“Nevertheless, my oaths forbid me from taking action.  However, my oaths do not prevent me from doing a favor for a mortal who has proven himself to us,” he said, rising up to a sitting position.  “I cannot assist you. My oaths forbid it.  But my oaths do not prevent me from asking others to assist you in my stead.”


“Thank you, thank you, Lord Selvaron!  I will be in the debt of the Seven Stands for this!”


“A debt that we will see repaid,” he warned flintily.  “The dragons of the Stands are bound by oaths that we cannot break.  But I know of some who are not constrained by our oaths, whom may be favorably inclined towards you, Xen.  I will call to one of them now.”


He turned his head, his eyes glowing with bright yellow light, and a viewing portal appeared.  On the far side of it was something…something I had never seen before.  It was a beautiful blue sky that stretched on into infinity, but in the foreground was what looked like an Arabian palace.  And at the forefront of the image was a tall, muscular, very handsome human-like creature with blue skin and dark purple hair.


A Djinn.  It was a Djinn!


My God…was I seeing into the Elemental Plane of Air?


“Sultan Sadran,” Selvaron said with a nod.


“Mightly Lord Selvaron.  How may the humble Djinn assist the Dragons of the Stands this day?”

“I am contacting you on behalf of one who has earned the respect of the Seven Stands, Sultan.  This mortal,” he said, turning his gaze to me.


I stayed in my kneel, looking up at the viewing portal.  “Mighty Sultan of the Djinn, I beseech you on behalf of my king and my nation, King Gerin of the humans of Freeport,” I said.  “We are in desperate need of aid from enemies that attack our city.  It will fall by sunset if I cannot find powerful allies to assist us in driving them out of the city.  Lord Selvaron has contacted you at my request, my Lord, so I might entreat the Djinn to come to our aid.”


“So, you petition the Djinn to help you?” he asked.  “An audacious thing to do, human, given how many of you and the other mortals of the Twin Worlds hunt my kin.”


“I have no defense for the actions of the others, nor do I have a defense for those humans who have also done so,” I said with my head down.  “I can only offer penance for our crimes against you, if you find it in your heart to help us now.”


He gave me a long look, silent.  “You are different from the others,” he finally said.  “I can…sense something about you, even across the planes.”


“He carries the magic of the Djinn,” Selvaron told him.  “It is why I contacted you, Sultan.  He is touched by your magic, and he has gained great control over it.”


“Indeed?” he asked, his voice quite curious.  “Show me.”


I took a breath and stood up, then changed to Djinn form.  I then bowed deeply and stayed there.  “I have also mastered the magic of the Djinn, Sultan.  I can conjure objects and can imbue my arrows with lightning.”

“Delightful!” he said with sudden animation.  “Only one mortal can carry the touch of the Djinn, and it is you!  Outstanding!” he smiled.  “But you don’t understand what that magic means, do you, mortal?”


“No, Sultan.”


“There are four races of genies, mortal.  We Djinn live in the plane of Air, the Efreeti live in the plane of Fire, the Dao live in the plane of Earth, and the Marid live in the plane of Water.  Each of our races has sent our magic into the Twin Worlds, seeking a mortal to join to it.  We do this because it is the focus we keep in your world, an anchor of magic we can use to pass back and forth between the Twin Worlds and our home planes.  Without a mortal touched by our magic to act as our anchor to your world, we are locked out of the mortal plane and lose access to the treasures and goods that we can get from there.  Without you, mortal, we would have no access to the stone that builds our palaces or the gems and metals that makes our jewelry and swords, items we cannot conjure with permanence,” he told me.  “You are our anchor into your world, but that also means that we are your anchor into ours.  You are the only mortal on the Twin Worlds capable of entering the Elemental Plane of Air, which is a power I believe you have yet to unlock as you explore our magic.”


I gaped at him.  I had no idea there were even more Djinn powers!


“I see that your mastery of our magic has not reached that point,” he smiled.  “But if you have learned to take the form of a Djinn, then you are very close to it.  Very close indeed.”  He was quiet a moment, then he clapped his heands. “Well, if our mortal anchor is in need of our aid, we must aid him!  It is a prime opportunity to cement an alliance with the mortal race that will best represent us in the mortal world,” he declared, which made me almost immediately drop to one knee on the stone ledge.  “Come now, mortal, a Djinn never puts his feet on the ground, not even in obeisance to his Sultan!” he said jovially.


“Apologies, my Lord,” I said, hovering back up into the air.


“Now explain this threat to your kingdom.”


I forced myself to calm down and gave him most of the backstory of the Grand Crusade, telling him about the battles raging across Arcavia as the Kanlon and their allies sought to invade the continent.  “The force attacking Freeport is vast and powerful, my Sultan,” I told him.  “They have destroyed our Navy and invaded the city.  The heart of our city, the fortress known as the Falcon’s Roost, is in dire peril of falling.  If they take Falcon’s Roost, they take Freeport, and it will allow the Kanlon to invade the rest of western Arcavia almost unchallenged.”

“I see.  A most dire situation indeed,” he said.  “But nothing that can’t be solved with courage and a healthy dose of Djinn magic!” he declared.  “Return to your city, mortal, and stay directly over this fortress you name Falcon’s Roost.  My magic will find you, and once it does, I will send you the aid you require to protect your city from these Kanlon ruffians.”


“I am in your debt, Sultan Sadran,” I told him humbly.


“A debt your people will repay to us, mortal,” he warned.  “But we’ll discuss that matter with your king when you are victorious against your foes.  For now, mortal, go to your fortress and wait for my magic to find you.”


“As you command, Sultan Sadran,” I acknowledged.  “And thank you.  Your aid will save my kingdom.  I am grateful beyond words.”


He smiled.  “To hear such a heartfelt thanks tells me you very well may be worthy of our magic, mortal,” he told me.  “Now go, and go swiftly. Time is short and precious.”

“At once, my Lord.  Lord Selvaron, thank you for your aid,” I said, bowing to him.


“Go, Xen.  Quickly, as the Sultan commands.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


I flew back down the tunnel, squeezed through the staircase, almost afraid to change form for fear that the Sultan would lose his connection to me, and raced back to Freeport.  I flew out over the city and saw that the Kanlon had pushed into the Military District in the short time I was gone, and there were savage battles raging on every street that led to Falcon’s Roost.  The defenders were making the Kanlon and the Sahaugin pay in blood for every step forward they took, and pay dearly…but that high up, I could see the thousands and thousands of Kanlon soldiers coming up behind them as more and more ships unloaded their troops at the harbor.  They had the manpower to take Falcon’s Roost.


If the Djinn didn’t help us, we would lose Freeport!


I got into position about fifty meters directly over the center of Falcon’s Roost, which seemed to me to be the best place to be, and all I could do was wait.  I had no idea what the Sultan was going to do, or how long it would take, so I held my position.  “Xen, what are you doing?  Get back in the fight!” Emelda chided over friend chat rather than raid chat.


“I got help, Em, and they told me to wait right where I am,” I answered over raid chat.

“Help from who?”


“From the Djinn,” I answered.  “They said they’d send help, and told me to wait right where I am until it gets here.”


“How in the hell did you arrange that?” Felik asked.


“I told you before, Felik, I have a lot of friends.  They’re just all NPCs,” I answered.  “I really put my neck on the block to get this favor, and I’m sure as hell gonna pay for it later.  But that doesn’t matter.  If we lose Freeport, the entire Grand Crusade may fail.  And I will not be the guy that causes us to fail the Grand Crusade,” I said fiercely.


“Something’s happening!” Emelda said.


I looked up, and sure enough, there was a magical distortion high in the air directly over me.  That had to be the Sultan’s doing!  It expanded, got brighter, and then it got more organized, going from a chaotic mix of magical aether to a swirling whirlpool of magic.  A beam of azure light erupted from it and washed over me, going down to hit the tallest tower of Falcon’s Roost, and I felt…something.  Something strange, something powerful, but not something dangerous.  This was powerful magic, but it was connected to me, like I was a part of it.


It was Djinn magic, and I was in Djinn form, that’s why.


Seconds later, there were hundreds and hundreds of Djinn around me, forming three rings that expanded outwards from me.  There were both men and women, all wearing Arabian-style clothes similar to my own.  They raised their hands and faced me, chanting words of power the likes of which I’d never heard before. Sultan Saldan descended to join the ring, and when he reached them and raised his hands as well, all of them began to glow.  “The anchor offers himself to our magic,” he called in a voice that nearly hurt my ears, which I bet was audible in the fortress below.  “We shall grant him and his people the boon of the Djinn.  May the mighty power of air, untamed and free, infuse you, join to you, and aid you in your time of need.  Sadro Mograth Adrun Sova SHATRA!” he boomed in a voice that shook the very air itself, clapping his hands, and the beam coming down around me suddenly turned blindingly bright.


I could…feel something.  Soemthing was happening.  The magic of the plane of Air was traveling through me, from the vortex above, through me, and into the stone of the fortress below.  I was the focus of this spell, like I was a bridge between the magic of the plane of Air and the material world.  In my Djinn form, I was both Djinn and human, infused with the power of Air but also mortal, and the duality of my existence in Djinn form allowed the magic of the Djinn to manifest into the Twin Worlds.


I was the anchor.  I was the focus.  And if I moved out of the beam of light, the spell the Sultan cast would fail.


Below me, the entire city of Freeport began to, to glow.  The glow started at the tower of Falcon’s Roost and quickly spread down through the fortress, through the courtyards, over the walls, then out into the city.  It spread so quickly, startling the Kanlon and Sahaugin and making them retreat from it until it passed over them.  The streets, the grassy parks, the buildings, the walls, everything was eventually glowing with a faint but visible aura of magic.  But what was more, the azure radiance was passing under the Kanlon, Sahaugin, and non-human allies fighting them, but the humans of Freeport were limned over with the azure glow.  And when the azure radiance stopped, just beyond the city walls and just beyond the harbor forts, the entire city began to  shake.  I could see it.  It was an earthquake, the Djinn had set off an earthquake!  But there was more to it than that.  Every human down there that wasn’t a Kanlon began to glow with azure radiance, the same radiance surrounding me, and some of them started rising into the air!


What the hell was going on?


The earthquake had stopped the battle.  The Kanlon and Sahaugin were stopped dead, looking around, and some of them pointed at the beam of light and tried to spur the others to rush Falcon’s Roost to stop what was going on.  To my surprise, the humans infused with the azure magic began to rise up off the streets and rooftops!  It was very slow but very noticable, as if gravity had been turned off for them, slowly rising up over the ground or roofs or walltops where they were standing.  The humans of Freeport looked quite shocked to be rising into the air, some of them trying to hold on to rooftops, non-floating people, or other grounded objects, but they lost that fight and started to rise into the air.

But then, there was a sound like nothing I’d ever heard before in my life.  It was like the sound of breaking rock, but so loud, so constant, it was a cacophony in my ears.  The city below me shuddered violently, several buildings collapsed from the jarring, and then the entire city lurched, it jerked upwards by a small but very noticable amount.


What the hell were the Djinn doing, shaking the city down to save it from the Kanlon?


No.  Oh my God, I couldn’t believe it!


They were floating the ENTIRE CITY!


I could see it!  I could see the water violently displace around the docks and rush towards the forts that formed the harbor entrance!  The city was rising out of the ground as if the earth and stone upon which it was built had turned into something lighter than air!  The entire city of Freeport, from just outside the city walls to just outside the north and south forts defending the harbor, was rising into the air!  I could not believe that this was happening!  My God, what kind of power did these Djinn possess that they could levitate an entire city, one as big as Freeport!


I watched in stunned disbelief as the tower of Falcon’s Roost below me rose up towards me, then the magic pushed me upwards as the vortex of energy high above began to ascend, pulling the entire city of Freeport up with it.  The Djinn were pulling the city out of reach of the Kanlon by lifting it into the air!  The Kanlon ships trying to get into the harbor were driven back by the massive rush of water as the harbor’s water emptied back into the ocean, flushing every Kanlon ship out of the harbor along with the torrent of water.  The ships tied to the docks tore out the pilings to which they were secured, ripping the docks apart, and the ships smashed to pieces at the harbor mouth when dozens of ships crashed into one another as they were pulled by the water to the only place it could escape.  The giant flagship was the last ship to hit the bottleneck, and it obliterated all the other ships, then struck the wall of the south fort and broke apart, the pieces pulled through the harbor mouth to fall to the water below.  The harbor’s bottom becoming visible, leaving the docks and piers high and dry.  Below, the Kanlon ships trying to get into the harbor to unload their troops were also caught up in a sudden rush of water as the ocean tried to fill the crater left by the city when it tore free of the ground, the ships tumbling over the edge and into the massive pit to be torn apart as they were swept down the irregular cliff face left behind.


Higher the city rose.  And higher.  We were fifty meters above a crater below rapidly filling with seawater.  We were a hundred meters above.  Two hundred meters.  And still we rose!  The other factions were holding onto anything they could, the Kanlon and Sahaugin were knocked to their feet, even more buildings collapsed from the shaking as the city rose.  Five hundred meters!  My god, a kilometer!  We were a kilometer over the coast!


The city began to slow, and then it came to a stop a little over a kilometer above the coastline, and there it stayed, hanging in the air like some titanic balloon.  But there was nothing holding the city in position, nothing anchoring it to the ground, only the magic of the vortex above casting its magic down into Falcon’s Roost through me.  But even that ended, as the beam of light shimmered and then faded, causing the azure glow infusing the city below to start to slowly fade, the vortex above remained.  It reduced in size, shrinking down to a tenth of its original size, but it remained.

The humans that had been floating over the city came to a similar stop over the rooftops and streets below, and the glow around them also faded…but they remained hovering in midair.  Just about all of them looked mightily confused, some trying to swim through the air to get back down, but then they all very slowly and gently lowered back down to where they’d started.


Holy shit, this was not what I had in mind!  But good God was it awesome!  I was so glad I was recording my simsense stream!


“Your city is now safe from your shipborne enemies, mortal,” Sultan Sadran said to me with a slight smile.  “Now let us see to routing what remains of this uncouth rabble from your streets!” he added, conjuring a really fancy and nasty-looking bow.  “Brothers and sisters, let us aid our anchor’s king and kingdom by driving their attackers over the edges of the city!” he boomed, raising his bow.


Raid chat blew up.  Nobody had any idea what was going on, everyone was confused, and rightly so.  Many of them didn’t even realize the city was now hovering a kilometer above the ground, unable to see enough to make the connection.  They thought it was just an earthquake of some kind.  It took some convincing to make them believe the entire city had been pulled out of the ground, and I had to warn them that the Djinn were here to help, to not attack them.


This wasn’t over, there were still thousands of Kanlon and Sahaugin in the city, but the tide of the battle had turned decidedly in our favor.  The Kanlon were cut off from reinforcements, which meant that there would be no more two soldiers replacing every one we killed, but since the Kanlon couldn’t retreat, it meant that they were going to fight like rabid wolverines when we pushed them back into the Harbor District.  They were in the position of victory or death, and desperate men were much harder to beat in a battle.


 We were able to push the Kanlon back thanks to the Djinn.  There were now nearly a thousand of them high above the city, far out of reach of any Kanlon or Sahuagin weapon or spell, and they rained absolute death down on the Kanlon soldiers using their Imbue Arrow ability.  Anywhere there were a large concentration of Kanlon or Sahaugin soldiers and no defenders close to them, the Djinn hammered them with lightning bolts, causing them to break their formations, scatter, and seek cover and shelter.  Many got into the houses and buildings, and when the defenders pushed back to that point, they had to go in after them, which created savage house to house fighting as the defenders pushed back into the Trades District.  I remained at Sultan Sadran’s side, raining lightning bolts down on the enemies rather than take human form and fight with the army, which seemed to please him as he watched me use the Djinn racial power with skill and confidence.


But the hard fighting wasn’t over yet. When we pushed them back into the Harbor District, another raid boss appeared, coming from what remained of the docks and joining his troops in the Harbor District.  Felik took over at that point, getting us organized—and having me return to human form—as we prepared to take him on.  The Djinn didn’t interfere and didn’t assist, which meant this was a scripted part of the battle, allowing us the honor of defeating the enemy army’s commander and winning the battle.


I was too distracted to really get into the final boss fight, but I did my part.  I was called in and pulled back by Felik several times as we engaged, felt out the boss, then he sent us in for real once he had an idea of what the guy could do.  He was nearly three meters tall—many raid bosses are really big to make it easier for a large number of people to attack him simultaneously—and was wearing a chain mail hauberk, pauldrons, and plated shinguards.  He was the Grand Admiral Ravatek, the commander of the Kanlon fleet, and he was the final boss of this event.


It took us nearly twenty minutes to bring him down, and while we were doing that, the rest of the invading army was dealt with by the other players and the NPCs.  And while I should have been really excited to fight him, the final boss almost seemed anticlimatic compared to what had happened earlier, with the Djinn causing the entire city of Freeport to rise into the air, and it was apparent that it was going to stay there.

I’ve said before that our actions in the game can have a permanent effect on it, and I just couldn’t get over the fact that my actions, seeking out help from Lord Selvaron, had resulted in, in…this.  Freeport no longer being a seaport city, but being a floating city.  And I was starting to think about the ramifications of that.  How the hell were we going to get down?  How were the NPCs going to survive up here with no access to food or water?  Had I doomed the city I’d tried to save?  Or would the Djinn put the city back where it was once the Kanlon were all gone and the city was safe?


I rather doubted it.  After all, the crater where the city had been was filled with water now, along with the churning debris of hundreds of Kanlon ships that had been destroyed by the water filling the crater.  If they tried to put the city back, the tidal wave would flood the entire Golden Stand and probably destroy the city to boot.


But eventually, it was over.  When the Grand Admiral went down, the final quest in the Grand Crusade updated to Complete in my field of vision, but the Grand Crusade quest itself, the quest that had been in my quest log since the very beginning, had yet to complete.  That had to be because  Savar and the others were still fighting their battles, so the campaign quest wouldn’t update until all the battles were over, and we won them all.

And I had a lot of explaining to do.


All the Champions present met with King Gerin and Sultan Sadran in the courtyard of Falcon’s Roost, where I introduced them.  And I learned a whole lot more than I expected as Sultan Sadran explained a few things to King Gerin, mainly answering the burning question I’d had…how were the humans going to get down?


“Why, fly down, of course,” the Sultan said easily, pointing up.  “That is a vortex to the Elemental Plane of Air, and the power of the plane of Air infuses this city and its citizens.  Your people, the people of our anchor into your world,” he said, motioning to me, “have been blessed by the Plane of Air with a tiny bit of its magic.  You have been granted the power of flight, which will easily allow you to get up and down from here,” he announced.  “But I dare say that you’ll have to learn how to control that magic, and it may take you some time.  The magic your people have been granted is wild and untamed, mortal king, and it will require much training and effort to bring it to heel.”


“Wait, lord Sultan.  Are you saying that I can fly?” Gerin blurted.


“Yes, mortal King,” he smiled, almost mischievously.  “Very slowly and clumsily at first, but as you master your connection to the plane of Air, your grace and speed will improve.  The humans of Freeport are now connected to the plane of Air, and the vortex above will, in time, stabilize to form a permanent gateway to allow the free passage of beings both to and from the mortal world.  This city will be the port of call for visitors traveling to or from the plane of Air, including quite a few Djinn,” he announced.  “Since you are connected to the Plane of Air, its gift to you is the ability that almost all of its natives possess, the power of flight.  This close to the vortex, you can fly indefinitely and easily, but the further away from the vortex you go, the more effort it will take to stay airborne.”


Holy…wow.  So that was the new racial ability that would be granted to all humans at the conclusion of the Grand Crusade?  Magical flight?  I had to open my skill window and look for this new ability, hoping that I got it despite having Touched by the Djinn.


And I did.  I had a new skill at the top of my skill window, where racial skills are displayed.  It was named Gift of the Djinn, and my skill in it was 1,527.  That was also my skill in Djinn Form…odd.  But I wasn’t complaining, it meant that I didn’t have to learn it all over again..


“Quick, a human check your skill window and see if you have anything new in there!” Braggan called over raid chat.  “The Djinn just said all humans just gained a new racial ability!”


“I see it!  It’s called Gift of the Djinn,” someone announced to raid chat, a male voice, before I could respond.  “I have a skill of one in it.  What does it do?”


“If I understand right, it gives you the ability to fly using magic,” Braggan told him

“Holy shit, seriously?  Incredible!” the player erupted.


“I’m in the air!” someone else called.  “Wait, my mana is draining!  The ability uses mana!”


“How bad is it?” someone asked.


“My mana’s draining one point every two or three seconds or so, then it ticks back up to full from my Mana Regeneration skill,” he answered.  “My mana’s regenerating faster than the skill is using it.  So I could stay up forever.”


“Only here.  The Djinn just said that the further from Freeport you go, the more effort it takes to stay in the air.  I’d bet the mana drain is much higher like out in neutral territory,” Tarvon said.


“That must be the cap they put on it so it’s not better than the Sylphs or Drakkin,” someone speculated.  “They had to put a time limit on it, but they made it permanent in Freeport so humans can easily get up and down to the city.”


“Well, that takes care of us,” Gerin said, his voice nearly trembling as he tried to digest that life-changing news and still talk rationally with the Sultan.  “But we’ll have to come up with some solutions to getting food and cargo up here so we can keep the city fed and supplied.”


“You have many mages among you, mortal King.  I’m sure they can come up with something.”  He drifted forward a tiny bit.  “Now, we will discuss the debt owed to us for our assistance,” he said strongly.


“I listen to your proposal, Sultan,” Gerin said graciously.


“Since this city will be the hub for future travel into the plane of Air once the vortex stabilizes, we demand the right to build an outpost upon this floating ground, within your city,” he said.  “For our merchants and travelers to use.  I would also insist on a formal treaty of alliance between the humans of Freeport and the Djinn, and that you convince the other mortals in this world to stop hunting us for the treasures we carry.”

“I think that would be very easy for us to negotiate, Sultan,” Gerin said easily.  “I would gladly accept an alliance with the mighty Djinn. And we will welcome you as honored guests within our walls.  I’m not exactly sure where we’ll build your outpost, but we’ll find a place that both of us find acceptable.”


“Very good,” he nodded.  “We can discuss it in further detail tomorrow morning.  There are a few final matters for me to address before I can devote my attention to our negotiations.”


“You will be welcomed into the Royal Palace upon your arrival, Sultan,” Gerin said graciously.

That ended the official part of the battle.  Sadran withdrew with his Djinn, going through the vortex above and returning to the plane of Air, and Gerin began issuing the orders necessary after a battle; policing the corpses, tending the wounded, and sending out survey teams to assess the damage to the city caused when it was lifted out of the ground.  The Champions met the rest of the raid at the ruins of the docks so Felik could distrubute the four pieces of loot that dropped from the two raid bosses we killed, then the raid disbanded, at least after arrangements were made to get all the non-flyers either back down to the ground or to a scion so they could get back to Citadel City.  I revealed the existence of the scion under Freeport, and I went down and set up a series of guideposts to direct people to the scion so they could get out of the city.


It revealed the First City of Tur, but I’d already explored it.  I didn’t mind if other people explored it now.  Besides, it was such a cool place, I wanted other people to see it.

By sunset game time and around midnight real time, I was finally able to relax a little bit.  So I decided to check my house in the Trades Ward to see if it survived the battle.


Much to my relief, my cozy little house nestled on one of the lesser traveled streets of the Trades District had survived the battle and the earthquake relatively unscathed.  There were some broken windows and the plaster on the walls inside was cracked, but I could fix that without much trouble.  The frame was sound, the floors and ceilings stable, and the chimney hadn’t collapsed, which had been my greatest fear.  I swept up some of the plaster and glass as I waited for word from Savar, or word from the battle in the Smoking Mountains, and a sudden bone weariness seemed to wash over me, hitting me out of nowhere.  Maybe it was the crash after hours of being fueled by adrenalin, but it was enough to make me stop sweeping and sit heavily on the edge of the bed, closing my eyes and putting my hand over them.  Savar finally got back to me, calling over friend chat just as I was about to get back up and finish.  “It’s over, Xen! We won!” she announced giddily.  “And wow, what a battle!  It was even more fun than the orc invasion!”


“Just wait til you hear what happened over here,” I said ruefully.


“We heard bits and pieces,” she replied.  “They said Freeport was pulled out of the ground by the Djinn and it’s floating now?”


“Yeah, it was pretty insane.  Anything like that happen over there?”


“Nope, and now I feel cheated,” she laughed.  “We tried to stop them at the shoreline, got pushed halfway back to Half Dome Hill, then a raid boss appeared.  After we killed him, we got the upper hand and pushed them back to the shoreline, then another raid boss appeared and pushed us halfway back to the hill again.  It was a back and forth battle across the coastal plain for like two hours, but we eventually managed to push them all the way back into the sea.  When that happened, they abandoned the battle and retreated.”


“Wow, that sounds wild,” I said.  “What word from the Smoking Mountains?”


“Far as I know, that’s still going on,” she answered.  “Kade is there, and he keeps saying he’s too busy to talk to us.  So that means they’re still fighting the Salamanders.”


“I guess.  By the way, we finally found out what the new racial is they gave the humans.  We can all fly now.”


“Whoa, seriously?”


“Yeah.”  I explained that part to her, how it worked.  “So we can fly all the time close to Freeport, probably within faction territory, but the further away we go, the more mana it burns to stay in the air.  They probably did that so our new racial wasn’t more powerful than the Sylphs and Drakkin.”


“Most likely,” she agreed.  “What about you?  Did it nerf your Djinn form?”

“No, I still have Djinn form, and I don’t use mana when flying when I’m in it.  But I do when I’m in human form.  I already tested that out.  But I did get a bit of a windfall out of it,” I laughed.  “Everyone else’s new racial starts at one.  My skill level in it is the same as my Djinn Form skill.”


“That’s because you already know how to fly,” she said simply.  “It wouldn’t make sense for you to have to learn to fly all over again when you already fly by using magic.”


“Huh.  I think you’re right. I didn’t think of that,” I mused.  “But there’s more to it.  I think they’re going to be releasing another expansion soon,” I told her.  “There’s a vortex that leads to the plane of Air over Freeport now.  It’s supplying the magic that’s keeping the city in the air.  The Djinn said it’s not stable yet, so only they can use it.  But when it is stable, we’ll be able to use it to go there.”

“Awesome!” she said elatedly.  “So the rumors are true, the next expansion is the elemental planes!” she nearly squealed.  “I’m so stoked to see it!”


“I’m curious how it’s gonna work,” I said, leaning back on the bed on my hands.  “I mean, the vortex is in Golden Lion territory, and I mean it’s like directly over Freeport.  How are other factions gonna get there without fighting a running war with NPC guards and then somehow finding a way to get to it?  It’s like two kilometers off the ground,” I told her.


“I’m sure the devs have already thought of that,” she said.  “Maybe mages will get a spell that will let them transport to the other plane.  Maybe the scions get altered to allow them to connect to scions in the other planes.  Maybe they’ll add more vortexes in neutral territory later as part of a pre-expansion event.”


“Maybe.  I’m not sure.  I’m so tired right now, I’m not sure I could tell you my last name,” I admitted.


She laughed.  “Long day?”


“Wait til you see the simsense feed I recorded.  It’s like almost five hours of constant frenzied activity,” I told her wearily.  “I think I’m on the adrenalin crash right now.”


“I think it’s time to log off and go to bed, Kevin,” she told me.  “I’ll send you the simsense of my battle and you send me yours.  I’ll check out your side of it tomorrow.”


“That’s a good idea.  See you tomorrow up in Citadel City?”


“You know it.  I’ve got sungrazer flanks,” she said enticingly.


“I love you, woman,” I told her, which made her laugh in delight.


I logged off and spent nearly ten minutes just sitting on the edge of the bed and recovering, trying to quell the dull headache that popped up—a common side effect of really long merges—then I checked CO Today to see what news there was on the battle at the Smoking Mountains.  The top of the page was dominated by a picture of Freeport hovering in the air, the earth and rock under the city irregularly tapering down to a point, making it look like the city was sitting on an inverted mountain of rock.  The headline was one word that summed up the whole experience:  UNBELIEVABLE!!!

I had to read a little of the article.  The first server to complete the Grand Crusade gave us a show for the history books, ladies and gentlemen!  As of the publishing of this article the battle in the Smoking Mountains hasn’t been completed yet, but the battle in Freeport was beyond epic in its conclusion.  The battle ended in a Deus Ex Machina style plot twist when the Djinn came to the aid of the Golden Lion faction, and they did so by pulling the ENTIRE CITY out of the ground and causing it to permanently hover over its original position!  The act destroyed the Kanlon armada, stopping theKanlon  reinforcements flooding into the city, and that allowed the players and NPCs to repel them and achieve victory.

The new human racial has also been revealed; magical flight!  We’ve already tested this new racial out, and we’ve learned that it runs on mana, but its limitation is that the further from vortex over Freeport the human is, the more mana it takes to stay in the air.  We did the math, and deep in neutral territory, a human’s not going to be able to fly for more than five or six minutes before they run out of mana.  It’s clearly a limit on the ability to keep it from being more powerful than the Sylphs and Drakkin, but despite that, it’s a powerful ability that will surely attract many new players to play humans!

The question we have, and many others have, is that if what happened on Methrian is going to happen on all the other servers.  Given that the orc invasion had different consequences on different servers based on how the players on that server did, it begs the question if the Djinn intervention was a scripted part of the event, or if it was the result of the actions of the players participating in the battle that caused it to come about.  We’ll be anxiously awaiting the results of the battle on the Dothara server, who do their final battle in three days.

That was a question I was asking myself.  Since the reason the Djinn intervened was because I have Touched by the Djinn, it’s made me wonder what’s going to happen on other servers.  The player that has Touched by the Djinn on other servers may not be in the Golden Lion faction.


Unless….unless the Legendary skill was hard coded to only drop for a human.  That was entirely possible. They might have selected the races that would carry genie magic long before that scroll dropped for me…and it made me wonder which races had the other three.


Well duh, naturally the Nazetar would have Touched by the Marid, they’re the only aquatic player race in the game.  And a subterranean race would have Touched by the Dao, but I rather doubted it would be the two subterranean races on the Moonshadow faction, it would be unfair for two races on the same faction to have genie magic.  And I’d bet a Netherim race would have Touched by the Efreeti, given Netherim was a blasted hellscape that was very hot, which only made sense for one of its races to be connected to the genie race that represented fire.  In fact I’d bet that both the earth and fire genie magic would be Netherim races to evenly split the four between Arca and Netherim…that meant it would probably be the Pikk that had Touched by the Dao.


But I was sure Savar was right.  This had to be part of the pre-expansion events that would open the Elemental Planes, which had been in the rumor mill for a long time…or was it?  There was no telling how long it would take for the vortex to stabilize, and the Kanlon were a major threat to Arcavia. Maybe the next expansion was that continent…or maybe they’d do both at the same time.  After all, it wasn’t fair to the Netherim races for them to open a continent on Arca without also opening up new territory on Netherim, and we hadn’t heard anything or seen any potential foreshadowing that was going to happen.

Or maybe we just weren’t there yet.  Maybe that was coming.  There was no telling what was going on with the devs, and they did love to surprise us players.


No, I was fairly sure it had to be the elemental planes.  Much as the Kanlon were a threat, from a content perspective, there wasn’t much there.  Any new dungeons and raids had to be a challenge for people who completed the Citadel (which hadn’t happened yet, but some servers like Azjar weren’t far from it at all) and I couldn’t see some raid involving the Kanlon being that much of a challenge.  If they made the Kanlon more powerful than the mythical boss monsters lurking within the Citadel…that would be ridiculous.  If that were the case, we’d never have beaten them in the Grand Crusade.


I’m sure the devs had a plan, and given how great the game is, it would be a good one.


I had to take a moment to digest things, because my life was at a major crossroads.  In real life, I was now unemployed, but I also had a lot of money in the bank, which meant I didn’t need to find another job anytime soon…or ever again if I was smart about how I managed that money.  My last day was three days ago, and I’d spent most of that time in CO, getting ready for the final battle.  I hadn’t decided what I was going to do yet, but I knew I had all the time in the world to make that decision, and that gave me a whole lot of peace.  I hadn’t spent every waking moment in the game, but I’d spent a good chunk of it preparing for the final battle.  When not doing that, I’d been practicing down in the gym and going over some information that my bank sent me about financial planners, so I could pick the one I felt would do the best job coming up with a financial plan I liked.

I was remembering that there was life outside of the game, and now that I was financially secure, the appeal of real life was starting to worm itself into my thoughts.


I had decided on one aspect of it, though.  I was going to take about C100,000 and put it aside for some toys and other expensive things I could use or I’d always wanted, and the rest of it was going to be invested so I could live off the interest and returns for the rest of my life.  I don’t need much, I live a frugal lifestyle, and I was sure a planner could design a plan that would allow me to live off the interest of my investments once I bought all the things I needed or wanted.  I may get a job in the future, or even start my own business, but that would be because I wanted to work, not because I needed money to survive.

The page updated with breaking news…the battle in the Smoking Mountains was over, with the players routing the Salamanders and sending them back into the Underdark.  That incited me to log back in to see if the campaign quest for the Grand Crusade updated, and much to my delight, it did.  The Grand Crusade was now officially over on Methrian, and we had won.  The humans had gained a powerful new racial that would make them much more appealing to players, so hopefully we’d see many more humans in Freeport in the future.


The campaign quest of the Grand Crusade told me to go to the cathedral of the Powers to complete it, and I decided I had the time to do so…after all, I don’t work anymore, so I don’t have to wake up in the morning.  I reported to the cathedral, which had some damage in it from the city being pulled into the sky, and it was an Agent of the Powers that greeted me.  She congratulated me on my achievement, and then dropped a huge bag of gold at my feet…the 500,000 gold reward for completing the Grand Crusade!  I also got a nearly obscene amount of XP, enough to buy maybe 15 points in Translocation to get closer to being able to use Succor.


I could really use that gold, given I’d spent my entire fortune and then some over the last month.  I reached down and put my hand on the bag, which made it vanish and put 500,000 gold worth of gems and trade bars into my inventory…which was still so heavy that it encumbered me to the point where I could barely walk.  She then knelt down so she was almost at my eye level and offered me a tiny chest, and when I took it and opened it, it awarded me a piece of loot.  It was a piece of Champion’s Raiment, but this was a ring…and rings weren’t usually loot that dropped off monsters or were rewards for quests!  I wasn’t given any options for this ring, and when I took it out of the cask, I found it almost plain.  It was a simple gold band with a stripe of platinum running through the center, and there were tiny runes in the language of the First Ones inscribed on the inside of the band, in the platinum.  I could read that, and found that it simply read Worthy.  I checked the ring’s equipment window, and I found that it had similar stat boosts as my other Champion’s Raiment, but it wasn’t focused on any stat.  It raised all my stats equally, which was extremely rare for any piece of loot or crafted equipment.  Such “across the board” items were some of the most sought-after treasures in the game, and it was one reason why getting an across the board stat boost while crafting an item was such a big deal.  But since it was a ring, one of our “bonus slots,” it would help jack up my stats.  The two rings I currently wore weren’t really all that impressive.

The ring did have a special ability, like all other Champion’s Raiment.  It said Key of the Worthy…which meant that most likely, I had to have this ring to get into some room or building or place that only Champions were allowed to go.


Where, I had no idea, but I’d have tons of fun trying to figure it out.

“This ring shall forever mark thee as a Champion that completed the Grand Crusade,” she told me with respect in her voice.  “Even should thou lose, abdicate, or abandon thy title in the future, this ring exemplifies your accomplishments and your valor, Champion.  Wear it with pride, for thou hast been found worthy.”

Unexpected, but very welcome.  A ring with stats like that was quite awesome, which served as a key to let me get somewhere that had to be pretty cool.  I took off my left glove, removed my old ring, put on the Champion’s ring, then put the glove back on.  “Thank you, my Lady,” I replied modestly, bowing to her.

She gave me a darling smile, then she stood up, spread her feathery wings, and then vanished in a flash of golden light.


Well, that was certainly worth logging back in!


It was a long trip back to the house from the cathedral due to me being so encumbered, but I managed to conceal the fact I was laden with gold by flying at a bare crawl, which made me look just like dozens of other human players who were trying out their brand new racial ability.  I’d have to ferry the gold up to my house on Citadel in chunks to keep from getting too encumbered, but I thought it might be a good idea to leave some here…and maybe invest it.  I had the feeling that Freeport was about to become a major hub, and my little house in the Trades District was in a very bad place if I wanted to turn it back into a shop.  Maybe I should invest in a new building, sell my old one and buy a new one, in a better location.


Not yet.  I’d find out where the Djinn were building their enclave and buy my building there.  That would let me snag the humans interested in the NPC Djinn merchants and the NPC Djinn coming to Freeport looking for things to buy.  If I did it right, I could buy a building for maybe 400,000 or 500,000 gold and then convert it into a shop, which would let me get a piece of the new market that would represent the vortex to the plane of Air, when it opened anyway.

Boy, was it weird to be flying in human form.


Savar was still online, and I decided to pester her as I unloaded my gold into the house’s inventory.  “I told you to go to bed, silly,” she teased over friend chat.

“I saw on CO today that they finished the last battle, so I logged back on to get the gold reward,” I answered.  “Did you get that yet?”


“No, I’m still on my way back to Savalda,” she answered.  “I’m about twenty minutes from the city.  I’ve been running like a mad woman since we won the battle.”


“Oh.  Well, hurry up, woman,” I told her.  “And be ready, when you get the gold reward, you’ll get encumbered.”


“It’s not just sent to the bank?”


“Nope.”


“Well that’s cheap,” she complained, which made me chuckle.  “I’d better pick up a strength charm or a nullspace bag before I complete that. I don’t want to be doing the pickpocket waddle all the way to the bank.”


I had to laugh.  “Yeah, I was a bit paranoid on my way back to the house.”


“You get anything else?  Do we get another piece of Champion’s Raiment for finishing the Grand Crusade?”


“Not spoiling it.”


“So you did.  What did you get?”


“Finish it and find out.”


“Jerk.  I know where you live, you know,” she threatened playfully.


Emelda asked to form a group chat, so we brought her into our conversation.  “I just logged back on, I saw they finished the last battle.  Did either of you turn in the campaign quest yet?”


“Xen did, he won’t tell me what he got out of it,” Savar complained.


“The gold you get will encumber you, Em, so be prepared.”


“Seriously?  Okay, I’ll get a nullspace bag to take with me.”  Nullspace bags were a temporary magical object made by tailors that allowed someone to carry weight far beyond their encumbrance without slowing them down.  The bags worked on volume, not weight, and could hold a volume of about a cubic meter, with whatever was within them having no weight to the owner.  That was more than enough volume to hold the cash reward.  The bags were very useful, but they only lasted one game day after something was put inside them, which made them most useful for people like the merchant barons to put their fortunes into them and then move that money somewhere else.  They were cheap to make, but it took a high Tailoring skill to make them.  “I have some in my shop in Astralar.”


“How soon can you get there, Em?” Savar asked.


“I can be there in a few minutes,” she replied.  “I have Succor, and my landing point is my house in Astralar.  Kade was at the battle in the Smoking Mountains, Savar, what did he say about it?”


“Not a whole lot, but he did say it was pretty wild,” she answered.  “The Salamanders made a volcano erupt and nearly wiped out half the army.  Kade said it totally caught them by surprise.  But then those sabax that live in the Smoking Mountains joined the battle to help the players, and they held the Salamaders long enough for most of the people who got killed by the lava to run back from the graveyard and get their stuff back.  Then they pushed the Salamanders out of the lava fields and back into the pass where they came out.”


“Good old Sinvadra,” I had to chuckle.  “I knew he wouldn’t let us down.”


“They pushed them all the way back to the tunnels they used to come out of the Underdark, then they pushed back out with help from an army of sludglings and magmakin that came up from the Underdark to reinforce them.  Then it was a back and forth war across the pass for a while, until the players finally got the upper hand and held it.  They drove the Salamanders back into the tunnels leading to the Underdark and collapsed them to keep them from coming back out.  And that ended the battle.”


“I’m gonna love watching the viddies of that,” I said eagerly.


“Kade’s gonna post his simesense recording on the guild site. I’ll send you a copy, Xen.”


“Cool, thanks.”


“Well, ladies, I’m gonna log off and go to bed. I’m very tired,” I told them.  “You work tomorrow, Savar?”


“Yeah, so I’ll see you two tomorrow afternoon.  Let’s meet at Xen’s house in Citadel City and celebrate our victory!”


“Sounds good to me,” I agreed.  “See you two then.”


“Night, Xen.  Sweet dreams,” Emelda offered.


“You too.”


I logged off, had the vidlink turn off the lights, then put it in sleep mode and unplugged the fiber.  I then rolled over in bed and closed my eyes, fully intending to go to sleep that very moment.


And as tired as I was, it didn’t take long to happen. 
