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Chapter One

 

A heavy metal version of the Mario Bros' theme playing at max volume made Alex squint as she stepped into the Game Castle store, the noise from the little bell lost within the blaring music.  Stepping into the neat rows of colorful game boxes with cartoon figures and stylized warriors using guns and swords to battle their foes normally gave her a thrill, but today her heart was bound with wire.  

Alex shifted the oversized duffle bag, trying to prevent the strap from biting into her shoulder.  But the heavy, awkward load had no natural resting place.  

In Gamemakers Online, she could have conjured up a solution to her problem, but magic in the real world wasn't as simple as it was in the game.  

The counter was empty, so Alex headed into the back of the store.  The place had a lingering smell of stale cigarettes.  She wondered what it'd been before it'd been turned into a game store.  

Frank had loaned her his rusty Toyota truck, which she'd taken into Mt. Vernon.  This was her fifth and final stop.  None of the other places bought the kind of high-end gear she owned.  

When she saw the girl stocking shelves, hope bloomed that she might be able to make a good deal.  The girl had purple streaks in her hair and a sleeve of tattoos—a Pikachu peeked from her elbow—and she wore a black ensemble with chains hanging from random points.

"Excuse me," said Alex, letting the duffle bag carefully rest on the stained carpet.  "I'm looking to sell some gear."

Without turning around, the girl said, "Come back tonight, I'm busy."

Alex bit her lower lip.  She needed to get back to town to drop off the truck before heading to the Hundred Halls.  The bills from the hospital visits last year had come due, and Alex didn't want to leave her mom struggling with the debts, especially since she'd been working long hours at the diner to catch up for the work she'd missed while she was sick.

She gamed the various responses in her head before deciding the best approach was brutal honesty.  A girl wearing that much black didn't want to be bothered with "sorry to bother you" or "I'm sorry."

"I see you're very busy," said Alex.  "But I have to leave for the Hundred Halls tonight and I need to sell this gear so my mom can pay for her hospital bills."

The girl's hand froze in the air, a copy of Snark Hunters halfway into the shelf slot.  With a practiced flick of her wrist, she shoved the game into its hole and spun around on her heels, her lips curled as if she'd just smelled a fart.

The store clerk raised her hands in the air for exaggerated air quotes.  "If you really go to the Hundred Halls, I doubt you need to bother with mundane realities like cash and bills like the rest of us poor shits have to deal with."

"I'm not lying to you," said Alex, holding herself still as if a sudden movement might provoke the girl.  "I've got some pretty sweet gear in this bag, stuff I've won over the years.  I need to sell it."

The rapid appraisal was followed by a sour expression.  The girl crossed her arms.  "You probably don't even go there.  You're just making it up because you thought you could intimidate me into giving you a good deal."

If this wasn't the last store in Mt. Vernon, she would have walked out, but she was out of options.  "I really need to sell this stuff." 

"Prove it, magic girl.  Make me levitate or some shit like that," she said.

Heat rose to Alex's cheeks.  "Does your boss know you talk to your customers like this?"

"My boss is my uncle, and he's in Vegas for the next week," said the girl with a head tilt.  "Were you going for the 'I need to talk to your manager' gambit?  Sorry, little liar girl, ain't gonna work with me."

A cold rage turned the heat in her face to icicles.  It wasn't the rudeness so much that bothered her, but the absolute naked judgement.  Alex quickly switched from her polite public persona to the gamer girl who'd been presented with a difficult NPC problem.

A quick glance to the sleeve of colorful tattoos revealed a less hard-core image than the one she was currently portraying.  The dark clothes and sour attitude were probably recent, triggered by events she thought out of her control.  Alex had a sudden image of herself as this girl, if her mom had died and she hadn't been to the Hundred Halls.

Her heartbeat slowed in response, the rage dissipating.  

"Would you like a new tattoo?  Something you can only get with magic?" asked Alex.

The girl flinched as if she hadn't expected the offer.  "Is this a trick?"

"No trick.  You said you wanted to see magic.  I could give you a unique tattoo, one you can't get any other way," said Alex.

She wasn't completely sure her idea would work, but there was no way this girl was going to buy her equipment if she wasn't on her side.

"What kind of tattoo?" asked the clerk, squinting.  

"Grab a game box with a cool image, one you'd like to see as a tattoo.  Then I'll show you a real trick," said Alex.

The girl took a step, then hesitated, before disappearing into the back.  When she returned, she no longer bristled.  She held a plastic game box in her hands as if she were walking into church.

There was a moment when Alex thought the girl was going to turn and run into the back, but she handed the game box over without making eye contact.  Alex thought she'd been handed a box of Pepto-Bismol by the amount of pink displayed.  

"Princess Power," said Alex. "I remember this game."

The princess in a pink dress on the front of the box held a massive, oversized rocket launcher.  Alex recalled it was a loot and shoot with a minimum of story, but clearly there was something within the game that had appealed to the store clerk. She wasn't bristling with her tough girl image, and Alex thought if she flicked her with her finger, she would have shattered to pieces.

"I think I've played it, like, a thousand times," said the girl.  "It's my all-time favorite."

Alex smiled.  Everyone had a favorite game that spoke to them in inexplicable ways.  She wasn't even going to ask her why she liked it because it didn't matter.  The right game was like a balm for the hurts of the soul.

"I'm Alex. What's your name?" 

"Gabby."

Alex nodded.  "Nice to meet you, Gabby.  Do you have a place we can sit?"

Gabby led her behind the counter, where two short stools waited.  Alex took one and motioned for the girl to take the other.

"Where do you want the tattoo?" asked Alex.

Gabby pulled up the sleeve of her arm without the tattoos.  "Right here."

"Hold your sleeve back.  I need to do some prep work first," said Alex, setting the game box in her lap as she leaned forward.  

She placed her hands on the girl's arm, pushing faez—the raw stuff of magic—into her arm to reveal the nodes.  The points of power within Gabby's flesh glowed with purpose.

"I can feel my arm warming," said Gabby breathlessly.

While holding the magic steady, Alex picked up the game box and started imbuing it with faez.  There were few nodes on the princess image, and they didn't quite match with the number on Gabby's arm.  It wasn't going to be an easy transfer, as the matrix calculations would be challenging, but she was willing to give it a shot.

"Okay, don't move," said Alex.

Coaxing the image away from the box felt like trying to paint using a marionette.  She couldn't get a feel for the edges, and she worried she'd slag the box with too much magic, but eventually she made the connections between the image and Gabby's arm.

"Mother of Merlin," whispered Gabby.  "I felt that."

Alex held her breath and completed the transference spell.  For a moment, she thought it wasn't going to work, but then the image appeared on Gabby's arm.  It didn't look quite like a tattoo, since it had kept its glossy game box look, but it appeared solid.

"Whoa," said Gabby, probing the princess image with her fingertips.  "That was wicked cool."

"I'd be careful, I don't know if it'll stay or for how long," said Alex.  "I've never done that before."

Gabby blinked hard and shook her head.  "Even if it doesn't last the day, that was the coolest thing ever.  I've never actually seen magic before.  I don't have a lick of ability."  She blushed.  "I'm sorry about before.  I just thought you were messing with me."

"Bad day?" asked Alex.

Gabby let out a breath.  "Bad year."  

"I'm sorry to hear that," said Alex.

The store clerk lifted one shoulder.  She glanced at her black shoes, a light blush forming on her cheeks.  "Do you think we could go out for coffee later?"

Gabby lifted her gaze, meeting Alex's.  A spike of warmth went through her middle.  She hadn't dated much in high school, as gaming took up her free time, but if she hadn't had somewhere to go, she would have taken Gabby up on her offer.

"Hundred Halls," said Alex.

"Oh yeah, I'm an idiot," said Gabby with a huff. 

"Sorry," said Alex, biting her lower lip and glancing towards the duffle bag.  "Do you have time now?"

"Yeah, bring it over, let's see what you got," said Gabby, the corner of her lip twitching with an awkward smile.

The earlier animosity was completely erased from the store clerk during the remainder of her visit as they discussed the gear, their favorite games, and her new tattoo.  By the time she left, Alex had gotten more than she'd hoped for from the gear.  She headed back home in Frank's truck, buzzing with excitement at getting to return to the Hundred Halls for her second year.

 


Chapter Two

 

When Alex arrived at home, her mom was getting ready to head to the diner in her pale blue shirt and white skirt.  Her hair had thickened, though it was tinged with gray.  She had bags under her eyes, but they were from the long hours trying to catch up from the long sickness.

"Hey, sweetie.  I thought you had to leave today?" asked her mom with a smile that said she was not defeated.

Alex fished into her back pocket for the wad of bills.  "I'm leaving in an hour.  Frank's going to drive me to the station.  But I wanted to do this first."

She handed her mom the money, which caused her face to wrinkle with confusion.  "What's this?  Are you selling drugs?"

Laughter burst from Alex's lips.  "No, Mom.  I sold my gaming gear.  This should put a good dent in your bills."

Her mom's eyes rounded with sadness.  "Oh, Alexandria.  But you love gaming.  I can't take this."

"It's okay, Mom.  I get my fill at school.  Gamemakers Hall is all gaming, all the time," said Alex.

"Are you sure it's not drugs?  I found some weird bottles in your room when I was looking for my knitting needles," said her mom, eyebrow raised.

Her gut tightened.  The alchemy bottles were for her cancer treatments.  She had one more dose left, but would probably get something newer and even more disgusting when she stopped by Golden Willow for her checkup.  But she couldn't tell her mom, otherwise her mom would figure out that her cancer hadn't disappeared, but transferred to Alex. 

"It's a Gamemakers thing," said Alex, holding up her hands and making the universal signs for computer work.  "The alchemical infusions develop mad twitch skills."

Her mother gave her a long flat stare before crossing her arms.  "I'll believe you, for now, but make sure you never take anything strange at that school of yours.  I heard from one of my regulars about the crazy things that go on there, like those gray-skinned people that can hypnotize you into doing anything they want just by looking at you."

"I promise you, Mom.  Gamemakers Hall keeps us so busy we can't get into trouble," said Alex with a sigh.

"Okay, sweetie, but I worry about you."

Alex pulled her mom into a hug.  "I love you too.  I'll be careful."

Her mom gave her a kiss on the forehead.  She smelled like old grease because the smells from the diner never really washed out of her clothes.  

"Have a good trip," said her mom as she pushed through the screen door.  "Try to call more often than last year."

"Love you, Mom.  I'll try."

After her mom left, Alex grabbed her backpack.  She had a few changes of clothes and her notebooks inside.  During the summer she'd been studying calculus and practicing her transference spells in hopes it would help her during her second year.  

The last dose of her current round of cancer treatments waited on the dresser behind a row of My Little Pony figurines.  Alex grabbed the thick bottle of dark glass, unstopped it, and threw the contents into the back of her throat before she had second thoughts.  

The taste started as anise then quickly turned to spoiled milk before ending with a heavy petroleum flavor.  Alex washed it down with a big glass of lemonade to counteract the disgusting tang that lingered on the back of her tongue.

Frank came by right after that and drove her to the station. She would ride the train through the night, arriving in Invictus by morning.  She'd called ahead to let Dr. Fairlight know she was coming in for her preschool checkup.

Waking up on the train the next morning, Alex hoped to catch a glimpse of the Spire, but low clouds had moved over the city, and a light rain spit against the windows, leaving long streaks.  She was stiff from sleeping in a sitting position, but managed to work the worst of the kinks out on the walk to the hospital.

Golden Willow seemed rather quiet that morning.  Alex's shoes squeaked on the freshly mopped tile floor as she made her way to Dr. Fairlight's office.  

"Back for another year despite those potions I gave you," said the doctor, smiling up at her from behind her desk.  

"I didn't think anything could taste so awful yet have a beneficial effect," said Alex.

"Generally the worse it tastes the better it is for you," said Dr. Fairlight.

"Then I should be cured by now," said Alex.

Dr. Fairlight chuckled as she moved from around the desk and put her hand on Alex's shoulder to lead her towards the nurse's station.  

"I've got a new round of potions for you," said Dr. Fairlight as she handed a script over to the nurse behind the counter.  "These will help prepare you for our specialist."

The nurse nodded and went into the back room.  When the door opened, Alex spied rows of reagents on a stainless steel table.  

"Specialist?"

Dr. Fairlight bunched up her lips.  "He has some unique skill sets that you'll need to conquer this tumor.  You'll visit him in early November after the potions have had time to do their work."  

"Unique skill sets?  Sounds unusual," she said.

"Dr. Althud is unusual, but he's the best at what he does.  Here are some instructions about the visit, but generally you should do as he says," said Dr. Fairlight as she handed over a script.

The instructions at a quick glance had information about the potions and symptoms to look out for that might indicate problems.  Her eyes were drawn to a section at the bottom that had been double underlined.

Don't let him touch you.

Before Alex could ask about it, Dr. Fairlight asked, "Any problems this summer?  Headaches?  Other symptoms?"

"A few small headaches, nothing terrible."  Alex held her hands out, palms down.  "My fingernails are weirdly waxy, like I'm growing Chapstick on them."

Dr. Fairlight chuckled.  

"That's a side effect of the alchemical work."  The nurse returned and handed the doctor a small wooden box.  "Here's your next round.  These work really well." 

"Oh, great, so they're going to taste like a shark's anus or something," said Alex.

"You can only wish. Shark's anus was last year's batch," said Dr. Fairlight.  "You'll need to take these once a month for the next ten months."

"Wait.  Once a month?" said Alex.  "I can't do that."

She did the calculations on the impact of the log out penalties, quickly determining that it would cost her nearly a level's worth of experience.

Dr. Fairlight quirked her lips to the side.  "Why not?"

"It's complicated, but my hall keeps me so busy that I couldn't take them without major penalties," said Alex.

"I'm sorry, Alex, but if you're going to survive this tumor, you need to follow the directions exactly.  No skipping or doubling doses," said Dr. Fairlight in that stern but encouraging tone that only doctors could use.

Heavy with responsibility, Alex shoved the alchemy box into her backpack.  

Dr. Fairlight put her hand on Alex's shoulder.  "I'm sorry, Alex.  It's only going to get tougher."

Alex lifted her chin.  "I'll manage."

"That's the spirit," said Dr. Fairlight with a wink.  "Now go have a great start to your second year.  I'll send for you after the specialist has had a chance to examine you."

If the potions were any example of Dr. Fairlight's underselling, Alex guessed the specialist would be something like a full-fledged demon who would require a hunk of soul for a cure, or probably worse, but first things first. She had a game to log into and a zone to conquer.


Chapter Three

 

A soft rain bounced off Alex's shoulders as she made her way from the train station to Gamemakers Hall in the twelfth ward.  Weeds grew from the cracks in the sidewalk.  The old industrial buildings had more broken windows than whole, which made Alex wonder how any windows weren't broken by now.  

Gamemakers Hall was a soothing sight compared to the bland mix of industrial concrete gray and sun-washed beige that made up the surrounding buildings.  Its colorful, tacked-on whimsical quality was antithetical to the stoic, square buildings that comprised this section of the city.  Alex wondered if Patron Dimple had picked this forgotten location because it was cheap, or because it didn't really matter since they spent their time in the game.

Crossing the archway outside the hall brought a tingle to her exposed skin, as if she were passing through a soap bubble.  She made her way into the heart of the building in hopes of finding other members of her hall.  

Since it was the beginning of the school year, Alex expected to find her fellow classmates, but the place was empty.  Only after she dropped off her backpack in the cathedral room did she hear a sneeze from a side hall, which led her to find Martina sitting on a bench.  

The blonde spikey-haired upperclassman had a ball of tissues in her hand as she dabbed her swollen eyes.  

"Are you okay, Martina?" asked Alex.

"Hey, Alex," said Martina, who looked like she was going to melt into a puddle at any moment.

"Is something wrong?" asked Alex.

Martina pulled out another handful of tissues and blew her nose in them.  Then she glanced down the hall as if she were expecting someone to be there.

"No one's seen Bucket since last year," whispered Martina.  "We meet every year before we enter the game, but he hasn't showed up and I don't know how to get ahold of him."

"Don't you have his number or something?  Like, I thought you two were dating," said Alex.

"Not dating," said Martina with a frown that said she had higher hopes.  "We've been looking out for each other, helping each other get through this crazy game.  But we never really talk during the summer because no one really wants to think about Gamemakers after it's over.  You just want to rest for a while, save your strength for the next year."

"Are you sure he didn't log in already?" she asked.

Martina buried her face in her hands and made a tiny scream that startled Alex into taking a step back.  

"Sorry," said Martina, eyes flashing wild for a moment.  "No, no I don't know if he's logged in already, because there's no way to tell.  But I don't think that's it.  I waited around for him last year, and he never logged back out."

Alex scrunched up her face.  "What happens if you're in the game when the year is over?" 

"You get kicked out," said Martina.

"Then maybe he left much earlier than you," said Alex, thinking of her own struggles.  "Maybe he ran into a creature that knocked him back a few levels, so he didn't have a chance to finish at the target level.  If so, I bet he was really embarrassed and went home without saying anything."

Martina cradled her jaw in her hands, moving her head back and forth.  "No, not Bucket.  He was the best to play Gamemakers Online, period.  No one got through their year as fast as he did.  That's why he spent so much time outside of the game, screwing around with the magic he'd learned inside."

"Have you tried Marzio?  Maybe he could give you his contact information so you could check on him," said Alex.

Martina slapped her hands against her thighs as she leaned towards Alex.  "Don't you think I thought of that?  He claims that he's not allowed to, which is bullshit in my opinion.  I think something happened to Bucket and he's covering it up."

Alex bit her lower lip.  She didn't know what to say to Martina to help.  While she felt bad about how Martina was feeling, she assumed it was more likely that Bucket had washed out of the game like she almost did last year, rather than something nefarious.  

In a quiet voice, Alex said, "I'm sorry, Martina."

She nodded as she stared absently at the pea-green carpet.  

Before Alex had made it down the hallway, Martina called out behind her, "If you hear from him, or see him, tell him to leave a message in the usual place."

The desperation in her eyes had Alex thinking that it was a one-way crush gone wrong, but she nodded anyway.

With nothing else to do, she headed to the game room.  She half expected the obsidian cube not to be there, that the previous year had been a hallucination and she was only dreaming.  But even after she blinked a few times, the cube remained.  Alex lay on the floor next to it, placed her hand against the cold stone, and logged in.

 


Chapter Four

 

The moment Alex applied faez to the stone, two things ran through her mind.  The first was that there hadn't been one single instruction left for her from Professor Marzio, and the second was that when she'd logged out last year, she was at the Spire of Creation where she'd killed the Warped Mother.  

Alex expected to appear in the middle of the warped animal menagerie, only to find herself at the rotted log that had served as her first log in location.  An insect landed on her neck, and she crushed it under her palm.    

"I guess that keeps people from camping out at the boss spawn to kill it again the following year," she said as she headed east towards the chasm, admiring the soft breeze rustling the leaves like a soothing green ocean wave.

After spending the summer at home in Kentucky, she'd forgotten how fruity the Warped Forest smelled in comparison to a real old-growth forest.  She thought about taking a short hike to the blood lemon tree but decided she'd rather figure out how to get to the Warsong Plains.    

At the location of her former camp, nothing remained that suggested she'd ever been there, which told Alex that the whole zone had likely been reset during the summer.  She leaned over the edge in hopes of finding the bloat cave, but the hole in the cliffside was no longer there.

"I guess I'm not going to get to exploit them again this year," she said.  

Alex pulled up her character sheet to review her skills and abilities.

 

Character: Alexandria Duke

Level: 20

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 7

Cunning: 40

Agility: 2

Endurance: 7

Charisma: 1

Class: Arcane Mastermind

Subclass: Undecided

Health: 340/340

Faez: 276/276

Armor Class: 0

Fatigue: 2%

XP: 2,300,000/2,520,000

 

Skills:

Analyze: 38 

One-handed Slashing: 1

Fire Spells: 2

Devious Device: 8

Sense Direction: 33

One-handed Whip: 15

Water Spells: 9

Cooking: 18 

Stealth: 8

Climbing: 3

Air Spells: 32 

Unarmed Combat: 1

 

Unique Skills:

Cunning Strategist: 8

Mastermind: 3

 

Spells:

Dewdrop Orb: 7 

Minor Creation: 8 

Transference: 24 

Cloud Taunt: 39 

Misdirection: 13 

Wind Gust: 18 

Heal Minions: 13 

 

Items:

The Handysack (20 Slots)


	Exquisite Cooking Pot


	12 Various Meats


	13 Water


	18 Parchment


	Writing Quill




 

Ethel's Adhesive Ointment (Uses: 12/20)

Jagged Bone Knife

 

The Shocking Strangler

Dmg: 13-27 ׀ 35/35 Durability

Effect: 15% chance of Electric Damage (Dmg: 10-40)

Special Attribute: Strangulation (Only on restrained creatures / Cannot affect more than 5 levels above)

 

Quests: 

Reach the Plains of Warsong (+5,000 XP)

Achieve Third Year: 20/40 Levels

 

Spells:

Dewdrop Orb – Tier 1	

Faez: 10 ׀ Duration: 15-60 seconds

Effect: Capture a small creature in a globe of water, removing them from the fight and suffocating them if they can't hold their breath for long.  

 

Minor Creation – Tier 1

Faez: Varies ׀ Duration: Permanent

Base Skill: Devious Device

Effect: Create new magic items or copy mundane items.

 

Transference – Tier 2

Faez: Varies ׀ Duration: Permanent

Effect: Transfer magic from one item or creature to another.

 

Cloud Taunt – Tier 4

Faez: 25 ׀ Duration: 1 minute

Dmg: 31-55 (Repeat Shock Damage every 15 seconds) 

Effect: Enrages the creature to attack you.

 

Misdirection – Tier 2

Faez: 20 ׀ Range: 30 feet

Effect: Divert a spell or attack from one creature into another

 

Wind Gust – Tier 2

Faez: 15 ׀ Range: 40 feet

Effect: Summon a wall of wind to blow against your enemies, staggering them and pushing smaller creatures backwards, dealing 10-25 damage. 

 

Heal Minions – Tier 2

Faez: 20 ׀ Range: 50 feet

Effect: Heal target minion 50 damage

 

"A lot of good that last one will do," she said, closing the sheet.  

The good thing about a summer away from the game was that it had allowed her to plan the trip across the chasm.  Alex got right to work, summoning a massive coil of rope that she tied to the sturdiest trees near the edge.  Starting at the bottom of the rope, she tied a knot the size of her fist every ten feet.  When she was finished, she tossed the rope over the edge and climbed down.  It wasn't a difficult climb using the rope, but it wasn't the part of the journey that she was worried about.  

A shallow river ran through the bottom of the chasm.  Silvery shapes shot through the rapids, but she didn't feel like stopping to catch the fish.  She had enough meat left over from last year to get through the first couple of days.  

The opposite cliff wasn't as steep as it appeared from a distance, and the craggy stone had plenty of handholds to facilitate her climb.  It took an hour to make her way up, gaining two points in Climb, but eventually she reached the grassy plain.

 

Quest Completed: Reach the Plains of Warsong 

You have gained experience: 5,000 XP

 

"Well that was wholly unsatisfactory," said Alex, massaging away the ache in her palms using a rigid thumb.  

After hiking up a short rise, Alex found the terrain to consist of rolling hills covered in waist-high grass.  She was reminded of the eastern half of Kansas near the Flint Hills that they'd visited once when she was a kid.  Smoke trails drifted into the sky, suggesting at least a half dozen settlements within walking distance.

Not long after she headed into the high grasses she heard the investigative snorting of a creature searching.  Alex pulled out her whip and crept ahead, poking her head into a trampled trail in the grasses.  She followed the direction the grasses were bent, finding a healthy sized boar digging in the dirt.

 

Wild Boar, Animal, Level 9

 

Disappointed by the low level, Alex turned to head the opposite direction, but the Wild Boar startled, spinning around and charging her.  Alex barely got her whip out in time, hitting the wild boar twice, killing it.  The body of the wild boar skidded to a stop at her feet.

 

You have defeated a Wild Boar!

You have gained experience: 100 XP

 

When the message scrolled past her vision, Alex scratched her forehead with the handle of the whip.  Last year, a level 9 creature would have been worth 750 experience, but this one had only been worth 100.  Alex wondered if the creature type mattered, since it wasn't a warped animal, or if something else was going on.

The mystery continued when she realized the Wild Boar wasn't dead, but lying almost motionless, chest rising and falling slowly.  But she was still able to loot it.  

 

You have received: Wooden Cube

Quest Offered: Find out the origins of the mysterious cube (Unknown Reward) [Y/N]

 

The cube was perfectly smooth with intricate designs on the sides that suggested the moon in various phases, which was strange since the world of Gamemakers Online didn't have a lunar body.

When she accepted the quest, she was presented with a secondary pop-up.

 

Quest Chain I: Ask around about the box (+1,000 XP) 

 

"Oh, I love quest chains," she said, especially when they indicated that she would get to talk to NPCs.  Normally, she wasn't much of a lore hound, but after a year in the Warped Forest, she was looking forward to a little more conversation in her zone.

After looting the boar meat, Alex continued her journey towards the smoke trail, hoping the residents would be as entertaining as Bucket's pirates last year.  She was so busy imagining herself in an eye patch and wooden leg singing bawdy songs, she didn't see the guy in boiled leather with a walking stick in his hand until she practically bumped into him.  

 

Andar the Crooked, Challenger: Cutthroat, Level 18

 

Alex went for her whip, expecting Andar to raise the staff, but he threw it to the side, pulled a short sword from its sheath, and stomped his foot into the grass.  To Alex's surprise, a puff of energy exploded from his foot, knocking down the grass in a three-meter-diameter circle around them.  It felt like a mini-arena had appeared.

Andar advanced methodically with his arms out, swiping his sword tip through the air.  

"We don't have to fight," said Alex, hoping to learn more about the zone before she got into trouble.  She also didn't want to have to make the climb again if she died and respawned back in the Warped Forest.

The limping warrior sneered, "Afraid you'll lose?"

Alex uncoiled her whip and expertly twirled it around, snaking the tip between her legs with a crisp snap to show her control.  

"Prefer to talk first, unless you prefer to die instead," she said, relishing the chance to use a cheesy one-liner.  

He raised his sword and charged. "Prepare to submit to Andar the Crooked!"

Before he reached her, Alex hit him with Cloud Taunt, which would periodically deal damage for the next minute.  Then she cracked her whip, catching him right in the neck.

 

You deal Andar the Crooked 28 damage!  

 

Andar moved unevenly, which Alex realized was due to a bum leg, which was probably how he got the moniker.  He sliced her across the shoulder, bringing a line of hot pain.  Alex grimaced as she counterattacked, attempting to wrap the Shocking Strangler around his neck.  

 

You have gained a skill point: +1 One-handed Whip

 

The tip of the whip coiled around his upper body rather than his neck.  Andar flashed a toothy smile and grabbed the whip, trying to pull her within range of his blade.

Alex briefly considered dropping the whip as she engaged in a tug of war with Andar.  She got to use both hands, but he was stronger, so she inched forward with each tug until the tip of his short-sword sliced her left shoulder, taking her below half health.

The Cloud Taunt crackled with electricity across his body, but otherwise her damage output was low.  Andar managed another thrust, which pierced her side, making her feel like a pincushion.  

She realized with absolute certainty that she was going to lose the fight if she continued to hold on, but if she dropped the whip, he'd have a huge advantage over her.   

When Andar yanked on the whip again, Alex ran towards him, skipping past the tip of his blade and wrapping the cord around his neck.  When she gave it a good tug, the whip triggered its proc.

 

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

 

You deal Andar the Crooked 18 damage!  Andar the Crooked is affected by Strangulation!

 

Spittle formed on his lips as he struggled against the whip.  Andar slashed backwards with his free hand, cutting her two more times, bringing her to a quarter of her health.  His gargled cries ended when he slumped forward.

 

You have defeated Andar the Crooked!

You have gained experience: 500 XP

You have gained conquest points: 2 CP

 

The surprise at receiving conquest points was only furthered when Andar did not fall over dead, but collapsed to his knees.  She noted that the message said "defeated" rather than "killed" like the Wild Boar and that the experience was much lower than in the Warped Forest.

 

Quest Offered: Join a clan (1,000 XP) [Y/N]

 

When she accepted it, she received a secondary pop-up.

 

Quest Chain I: Defeat 5 different challengers (+1,000 XP) 

 

When she checked her character sheet, she saw that the quest already listed her having 1 of 5.  

"Different challengers.  I guess I can't farm you to gain access to a clan."  Alex moved to the side, tilting her head at Andar.  "You can get up now. I won."

But Andar didn't acknowledge her as he stayed in his kneeling pose.  She put her sandal on him and pushed, but he stayed upright.  

"I guess joining a clan is a priority," said Alex.

She waited until she healed to full before continuing, mentally reviewing her brief battle with Andar for areas she could improve.  The head-to-head fight had been far too close for her comfort.  In other games, dueling had little appeal, since she spent most of her time on impossible challenges, so she was not acquainted with the best techniques.  

By the time she left in search of a second challenger, she'd gamed up a few ideas that she planned on unleashing during the next duel.  

It didn't take her long to find another fight.  It seemed the hills were alive with challengers.

 

Jules of the Jubilant Flame, Challenger: Pyro, Level 18

 

The key to killing casters in any game was to never let them release a spell.  Alex closed the distance between them as soon as the grass circle formed, snapping the tail of the whip around Jules' neck before she could ignite Alex with her flames.  The crimson-robed mage was defeated without uttering a single arcane word.

 

You have gained a skill point: +1 One-handed Whip

 

Alex also gained experience and conquest points like she had with Andar.  The quick kill allowed her to move on to find three other challengers.  None of them presented as much difficulty as Andar.  

 

Quest Completed: Defeat 5 different challengers

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

 

Quest Chain II: Offer your services to the battleleader of a clan (+5,000 XP / Clan membership) 

 

Alex had a good idea the trails of smoke were from the various clans that lived on the Plains of Warsong.  She was beginning to get an idea of what the zone was about and couldn't understand Bucket and Martina's warning last year that it was a meat grinder.  So far it looked like a straight-up clan battle game.    

She crossed the short hills, pushing through the grass, which batted against her chest as the wind blew, creating amber-green waves.  Alex passed half a dozen more challengers, but none of them attempted to confront her.  It appeared once she had completed the quest, they ignored her as if she didn't exist.  

At the next rise, Alex had a good view of the five settlements within easy walking distance.  Each one looked similar, with a longhouse, a couple of smaller huts, and two dozen tents.  Each clan displayed a flag, fluttering in the heavy breeze.  

From Alex's spot she spied their banners: a bear standing on a cliff, two fish against a river, a jaguar in a tree, an owl perched on a tower, and a coiled snake ready to bite.  As with most games, the sigil on the banner probably suggested the style of the clans' fighters.  

"Plains of Warsong," Alex mused aloud.  

Dueling challengers and joining clans suggested a PvP style battle rather than grinding XP or dungeon crawling.  She had a heavy suspicion that her immediate goal would be to take ownership of a clan.  After that, it wasn't clear what direction the game would take her, but picking that clan would be important to her long-term goals.

"Bears suggest strength and endurance, the double fish are agility, but so is the jaguar, which might also be charisma.  The owl is intelligence and the snake is agility and maybe cunning."  Alex tapped on her chin.  "Or they could just be random animals on a banner and have nothing to do with the clan."

But Alex wasn't about to let an opportunity slip past her to gain an advantage.  To become the head of a clan, she'd likely have to defeat the other members in ritual combat.  Unfortunately, the Arcane Mastermind class wasn't adept at dueling, which meant she didn't want to go against combatants that were skilled in agility or cunning skills.  Nor did she want to mess with magic, which meant the owl was out.  

At first glance, picking the bear clan seemed suicidal.  Big burly fighters would be difficult to take down in a direct fight, but if she were going to leverage her cunning, she needed dumb opponents.  

"Bear it is," she said, strolling towards that camp.  

When she approached, two heavyset warriors, one male and one female, with broad shoulders and thick jaws barred her way with long spears. 

 

Saxon the Great, Bravebear Clan: Veteran, Level 22

Andreque the Bold, Bravebear Cl*an: Veteran, Level 22

 

The annoying * error was back, but Alex ignored it as the two guards said, "Clan members only."

"I wanna join the Bravebears," she said.

Their foreheads hunched with suspicion as they gave her a once-over.  Alex guessed they couldn't make heads or tails of her class, since she was wearing nothing more than cloth breeches and the medieval version of a sports bra and she carried a black leather whip.  She felt like Indiana Jones at an afternoon pool party.  

The woman, Andreque, grunted and jerked her head to follow, while Saxon stayed at the edge of the camp grounds.  She led Alex through the tents, passing warriors crowded around small fires.  Dirt-smeared children ran between the tents, carrying wooden swords, while a couple of huts contained craftsman working at benches.  At one point, Alex heard a haunting song from a woman deep in the camp, but it was drowned out by the nearby hammering of steel on an anvil.  

Alex stepped next to the warrior, admiring the definition in her upper arms.  

"You look like you could win a few bodybuilding contests with that physique.  Slap on a glittery two-piece swimsuit and a nice spray tan and you'd be the grand champion," said Alex.  

"Huh?" asked Andreque, who looked at her like she'd been speaking in a foreign language.

"How's life in Bravebear?" asked Alex, keeping a cheery tone.

Without turning her head, Andreque said, "It is fine."

"Fine, like my clan leader is a murderous bastard and I have to watch my tongue, or fine like, yeah, whatever, we do what we want when we want and kill some randos from time to time?" asked Alex.

"I do not understand your question," said Andreque, whose forehead looked like it could double as a shelf it was sticking so far out.

Alex sighed.  It appeared that the regular NPCs, unlike Ethel Stormfeathers the Third, had no working knowledge of the outside world or its lingo.  The woman warrior looked relieved when they reached the longhouse.  Andreque gestured towards the hide curtains over the doorway.  

"Go in there, present yourself to the battleleader.  If you have met the requirements, then you can...join the clan," said Andreque, rolling her eyes.

"Thanks, Andreque," said Alex.  "Before you go, would you tell me if you've seen this box before?"

She held up the mysterious box she'd looted from the Wild Boar.  Andreque quickly shook her head.

After the clan guard left, Alex pushed through the hide curtains, squinting from the dim light and smoke.  A firepit sat in the center, orange coals smoldering beneath trays of mouthwatering meat.  Her stomach grumbled in response, but she ignored it as she saw the occupied wooden throne on the far side.

The room was filled with about two dozen warriors, sitting around eating and drinking from mugs, but these looked higher level than the ones outside.  She did a quick scan, catching a few names.

 

Atticus Laine, Bravebear Clan: Elite, Level 23

Sophia Lionheart, Bravebear Clan: Elite, Level 23

 

As she moved towards the front, all eyes fell upon her. Sitting in the throne at the far end of the room was an enormous man that would have towered over her even kneeling.  He had arms as big as tree trunks and a jaw that could double as an anvil.  The horn of ale in his massive hand looked like it was made for a child, but she noted it was the same size as the others.

 

Tormane the Tower, Bravebear Clan: Battleleader, Level 26

 

Her guts did a side flip when she thought about fighting Tormane.  Alex almost turned and left the longhouse in search of a different clan, but decided that her previous logic had been correct and she had to stay the course.  

"Girl, why have you entered my longhouse?" said Tormane.

Alex wasn't usually much for role-playing, but being the center of attention in a room full of stuck-up NPCs that had judged her as soon as she pushed through the hide door released a bubble of mischievous hubris.

"It's not girl, Tormane the Tower.  The name is Alexandria the Destroyer, taunter of clouds, slayer of the warped, and protector of shrews.  I've come to take your clan from you," she said.

She was met with silence for the grand total of three long heartbeats before the room erupted in laughter.  Alex smirked at their amusement.  Not only was it a grand entrance, in her eyes, but she knew it guaranteed that they would underestimate her.

Tormane leaned back in his wooden throne, his gravelly voice like the rumbling of thunder.  

"You'll take nothing before you take my clan," said Tormane.

"So you're saying I'll take your clan?  After, of course, I take nothing, which seems pretty simple to me," said Alex, giving him a sweet smile.

Tormane's eyes bugged out as he leaned forward.  He slammed his fist against the armrest of the throne, snapping it in half.   

"You dare challenge me?" he asked.

"Well, yes, that's the point," said Alex.  "I killed the required challengers and have presented myself to you, the battleleader.  May I join?"

A host of muttering rose behind her as the assembled warriors implored Tormane not to accept her into the clan, but he was bound by the rules of the game.

 

Quest Completed: Offer your services to the battleleader of a clan

You have gained experience: 5,000 XP

 

Quest Chain III: Do you join Bravebear clan? [Y/N] 

Joining a clan will keep the player from earning experience in another zone until the end of the year.  

 

Alex hesitated when she saw the implications of joining.  If she hit yes, there'd be no earning experience in another zone if events got too difficult.  

Knowing that the other zones would be similarly problematic, Alex accepted the clan membership.

"Welcome to Bravebear clan," said Tormane.

 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

 

Quest: Claim Bravebear clan by becoming battleleader (20,000 XP)

Prerequisites: Elite Rank & 50 Conquest Points

Quest Chain I: Defeat 5 Novices or above (Earn: Novice Rank)

Everyone starts at the bottom, whelpling.

 

Alex noted the quests didn't come with a [Y/N] accept clause, which meant they were part of the main quest lines that she couldn't avoid, which was fine with her.  She was happy to have a little more structure than the Warped Forest.  Her first year in the game had been lonely.  It was good to interact with NPCs again, even if they were a bit thickheaded.

She checked her character sheet to see if her stats had changed.

 

Character: Alexandria Duke

Clan: Bravebear

Status: Unranked

Level: 20

 

Busy with the pop-ups, she didn't realize everyone was staring at her until she looked up into Tormane's glowering face.  

"Beat it, fresh meat.  Only elites and above in the longhouse," he said.

Alex gave him a two-fingered salute.  "Duly noted.  Don't worry, I'll be back."

Before she left the longhouse, a good-looking warrior in tight-fitting boiled leather put a hand on her shoulder.  He had a nice shoulder-length hockey mullet and the arrogant swagger of someone who'd never considered they could be wrong.

"Tonight, when the sun goes down, the clan fights in the circle," said Atticus Laine.  "Since it is your first night, you must fight."

"Let me guess, the first rule is that we don't talk about it," said Alex.

His face wrinkled.  "Why would we do that?  It's a battle circle.  We fight every night."

"Never mind, Prince Charming," she said, pushing through the hide covering.

As she stepped outside the longhouse, she heard him mutter with confusion, "But my name is Atticus."

 


Chapter Five

 

Outside the longhouse, Alex inhaled deeply, enjoying the smell of cooking fires.  She took a slow stroll around the camp, looking for a tent to claim as her own.  As she neared the groups near the longhouse, the warriors gave her the stink eye.  When she noted that their rank was Veteran, she kept going, looking for the unranked, where she would fit in.

At the back of the camp on a sloped rise, which would be the worst spot to sleep, she found a group of misfit warriors that looked like they'd gotten lost leaving a soup kitchen.  Wary gazes watched her approach.

"Heyas everyone, I'm Alex," she said.

Barely anyone made eye contact, except for a slight girl with milk-pale skin who was poking the fire with a dagger.  She had short messy dark hair and a keen gaze, unlike the cretins near the longhouse.  There was an androgynous quality to her, though Alex supposed it could have been the ratty leather tunic that smoothed away her figure.

"I'm Nayiri," she said, her black eyes sparkling with mirth.  "The big oaf on the far side is Mancalf; the world's worst mage, Blaze Frostmane, is right next to you; that's Sorrow with the fist full of mutton and a heart full of poison."

"Nice to meet you all," said Alex, settling into a spot between Nayiri and Blaze.  "So when does the battle circle happen?"

In a low voice as if he were narrating a horror movie, Sorrow said, "Between the time the last bead of sun has disappeared behind the horizon and before the eyes of our ancestors shine down upon us from the heavens.  In that time, and that time only, will our blood be spilled upon the dirt of the battle circle in the ritual of nightly combat."

The rest of the camp rolled their eyes at Sorrow, who had wavy black hair that looked perpetually wet and a gray pallor to his skin as if he were permanently ill.  He held himself as if he lacked all the normal bones that went into a body.

"So you fight each night," said Alex, hoping to spur more conversation.

The enormous Mancalf, who looked like he would have been more comfortable in a sumo match, hung his head.  "More like slaughtered each night."

"Slaughtered?" asked Alex.

The others nodded.  

Blaze, who looked like a traditional mage in a pale blue set of robes with arcane tattoos along his arms, added, "We're practice for the novices, or when the elites want a warm-up before we go against another clan.  If I had a gold piece for every time I've taken a spear to the gut, I'd be a rich man."

"If you had a single piece of gold, Blaze, you'd be a rich man," said Nayiri, tossing her dagger between her hands.  

"So you never win?" asked Alex.

"We'd have a rank if we did," said Nayiri.

"Then why did you join the Bravebear Clan?"

Nayiri snorted.  "Join?  Let me guess, you chose this shithole?"

"Yeah, I chose it," said Alex.

The others turned their gazes away as if they'd found out she'd been stealing bread from the poorhouse.  

"How did you come to the Bravebear then?" she asked.

Nayiri, who had shifted her body away, stared back at Alex.  "We were claimed from the challengers, which is about the only thing good about being sword fodder—we get a tent to sleep in."

"Does it really count as a tent if it lets the rain in?" asked Blaze.

"Not to mention those flying bloodsuckers," said Mancalf, adding a body shudder for effect.

The description piqued Alex's interest.  "Flying bloodsuckers?"  

Nayiri lifted one shoulder.  "They haven't been around in a while, but last year, you'd wake up in the middle of the night and find something furry attached to you, sucking your blood, but you couldn't do anything because they paralyzed you.  And then, when they were full, they'd fly off."

"Sorry," muttered Alex.

"What?" asked Nayiri, but Alex shook her off.  

"We tried ambushing them, but it doesn't matter since nothing dies here in the Plains of Warsong," said Blaze.

The last point provoked an uncomfortable realization for Alex.  She wouldn't be able to farm her way to level 40 on experience since nothing died, and the gains in experience were significantly lower than normal.  

Is that why this zone is so difficult?  She had a good idea the conquest points would be important in progressing, but she still didn't know how.

"Have any of you traveled to the other parts of this zone, or is it all the same?" she asked.

Nayiri glanced uncomfortably towards the others before answering, "At the center is Warsong City, where the best of the best battle in the Arena of the Gods.  Not that we'll ever get to see it, but every year there's a tournament to crown the Champion of Warsong."

 

Quest Offered: Become Champion of Warsong (Reward: Level 40)

Quest Chain I: Earn 50,000 conquest points to qualify for the Champions Competition (+75,000 XP) 

 

A shiver passed down Alex's spine.  She put a hand to her mouth as she reeled with the implications of the task before her.  She wouldn't be able to grind her way to the target level like she had in the Warped Forest, or exploit the terrain as she had in the end.  This zone would require fight after fight in a small space with little room for tactics or error.  

"Merlin's hairy balls," she muttered, realizing how difficult the task was going to be.  

The number of CPs required to qualify suggested she wasn't going to be able to earn them one battle at a time.  She was only receiving 2 CPs per fight, which would take her decades to achieve. 

"Is something wrong?" asked Nayiri.

"Not a damn thing," said Alex, puffing up her cheeks and blowing out a breath.

A horn sounded from the center of the camp, a long rising note that felt like a call to battle.  Everyone tossed their meals next to the fire and started gathering themselves with clouds of doom hanging over their heads. 

"What's going on?" she asked.

"Battle time," sighed Mancalf.

"First horn calls us to the battle circle, second horn is the start of the fights, and third horn signals the end," said Nayiri.

Alex nodded and started to move with them before calling out, "Wait!"

Startled, they turned back towards her.  She produced the wooden cube from her Handysack.  

"Have any of you seen this before?  Or know anything about it?"

Everyone but Blaze shook their head.  He squinted at it with his lips pursed with thought.  

"I don't know anything about it," he said eventually, "but I bet the wisewoman, Zelda, might know something."

"Great, thank you," said Alex, shoving the cube back into her Handysack.

 

Quest Completed: Ask around about the box 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

 

Quest Chain II: Ask the wisewoman about the mysterious cube (+1,000 XP) 

Witches give stitches, so don't be naughty be nice 

 

"You'll have to be at least novice rank before she'll talk to you," said Blaze.

"Thanks, Blaze."

The Bravebear clan gathered at the center of the camp, which was the highest point on the hill.  A wide circle about ten meters in diameter had been lined with small stones.  Alex and the rest of the unranked stood in back as the higher-level clan members took up the front rows.  

The nervous energy was palpable.  There was lots of neck and knuckle cracking, shoulder rotating, and the nervous touching of weapons.  The lower-ranked clan members glanced nervously at the setting sun, which rapidly approached the horizon.  

Alex climbed on a barrel to get a better view of the circle.  She wanted to know what kind of fight she was getting into.  There was something primal about the wait that filled Alex with energy.  It felt like foreplay for battle, to gather around the circle and wait until the appointed moment to begin the fighting.  

As she looked around the circle, she knew she wasn't alone in these feelings.  Even the unranked members she'd just met seemed awoken by the anticipation.  

The second horn blast nearly startled her off the barrel, which brought laughter from the nearby clan members.  Nayiri touched her on the calf and motioned with her head that she should get down, but Alex didn't want to lose the view, so she shook off her touch.  

Nayiri's caution became clear when Battleleader Tormane the Tower pointed across the circle to her on top of the barrel.

"Alexandria the soon to be destroyed, taunter of shrews, slayer of clouds, and protector of nothing, you will fight the first battle," he said, bringing laughter from those gathered.

Nayiri looked exasperated, throwing her hands up and walking away.  

Blaze shot her a sour look.  "Good luck?"

As Alex pushed through the crowd towards the circle, her hands started sweating.  It was one thing to ambush a warped animal in the middle of the forest with unfair tactics.  Here she would have to face her opponent and feel the sting of their blades.  While the pain she felt in the game wasn't the same as in the real world, it was close enough that her stomach had turned to stone by the time she stepped into the circle.

Hundreds of eyes stared at her, none of them friendly.  It was worse than any speech she'd ever had to give in high school, the focus of so many people on her, especially when one of them would step into the circle to kill her.

When Tormane nodded to a woman to his right, Alex groaned internally.  The muscled Andreque the Bold stepped into the circle with a pair of scimitars hanging loosely from her hips.  In the forest, a level 22 warped animal wouldn't have scared her, but she didn't have any trees to climb or log traps to trigger here.

Andreque produced her twin scimitars, spinning them expertly on her palms before tossing them into the air, then launching forward into a front flip, catching the blades and jamming them into the earth. 

"Okay," Alex said quietly to herself as she bit her lower lip.  "That was impressive.  I'm impressed.  Would have preferred a warm-up round with a novice, but I'll manage." 

When everyone looked to her as if they expected a similar performance, Alex reached for her whip, purposely fumbling it when she pulled it off her hip.

The whip landed in the dirt, which produced a round of laughter.  Andreque glanced back towards Tormane with an eager grin as if she couldn't wait for the match to start.

As Alex picked up the whip, she sized up the space of the circle.  Ten meters wasn't much to move around in, especially when a buff woman with twin scimitars wanted to kill her.  

"Bravebears, are you ready?" called out Tormane in his thunderous voice.

Alex let the whip hang loosely from her hand and lifted one shoulder as if she were apprehensive about the fight.  Andreque gave a firm nod.  

"Begin!"

Before Andreque could charge across the circle, Alex hit her with a Cloud Taunt.  The gray cloud wrapped around her opponent like an angry tunic of electricity.  Andreque's scream of surprise was followed by rage.  The tendons in her neck as she sprinted forward could have been used as bowstrings.  

Alex tried to get out of the way, but Andreque moved like a cheetah, hitting her twice with her scimitars before she could raise her whip hand, taking her down by a quarter health.  

As crackles of lightning caressed Andreque, making her twitch, she sliced Alex two more times.  The scimitars burned bright lines of pain across her chest.  

She was down to nearly half and she'd only hit Andreque with a single spell.  Alex spent the next moments frantically avoiding the twirling scimitars, barely diving out of the way.  Her retreat felt more like she was the final girl in a horror movie than organized escape, and it earned her no love from the crowd, but it was effective enough to keep her alive for a few more seconds.

The crowd was cheering for Andreque and yelling taunts at Alex.  She thought the whole clan was against her until she caught a high voice from her left that came from Nayiri, who had pushed her way to the front.

"Come on, Alex!"

She knew there was no way she was going to take down Andreque quickly.  What she needed was to slow down her opponent, keeping her from killing her.  By the clan's cheers and Andreque's swaggering approach, everyone expected her to die soon.

After rolling out of the way of a dual scimitar head sweep, Alex cracked her whip, aiming for the scimitar in Andreque's left hand, catching it right below the hilt.  With a two-handed yank, the scimitar went flying out of the circle.  A collective gasp went up, suggesting her tactic was unusual.  Andreque glanced to Tormane as if she expected a ruling, but he thrust his enormous hand in Alex's direction as if to say that the battle must continue.

Alex snapped the whip a second time, aiming for the other scimitar, but Andreque was ready for the disarm attempt and shielded the attack with her body.

 

You deal Andreque the Bold 19 damage! 

You have gained a skill point: +1 One-handed Whip

 

Including the damage from the Cloud Taunt, Alex had only taken a sixth of her opponent's health, but the removal of the weapon left Andreque off-balance, forcing her to think more about protecting her scimitar than killing.  Which was exactly what Alex had hoped for.  She kept cracking the whip at the scimitar until Andreque realized she couldn't win if she let Alex pin her down and rushed forward.  

While the veteran clan member preferred two weapons, she was no slouch with only one, and before Alex knew it, she was down to a quarter health.  Andreque kept the blows coming, hammering away as if she were trying to hack through a log.  

Before her health reached zero, Alex cast Dewdrop Orb on Andreque's face, giving herself a moment of respite as the woman clawed the watery orb from her face.  With Andreque distracted, Alex attacked the other scimitar, spinning it out of the circle before the woman realized what had happened.

Stunned by the reversal, Alex easily wrapped her black whip around Andreque's neck, strangling her until the match was won.  

 

You have defeated Andreque the Bold!

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 2 CP

Quest Progress: Defeat 5 Novices – 1/5 Defeated

 

The silence after the fight was over could have cut glass.  No one spoke and everyone looked to Tormane as if they expected him to void the result.  It was clear that they hadn't appreciated her tactics.  

"She does not fight with honor!" said Andreque, stomping her foot in the dirt.

"She won, get over it," said Tormane the Tower, throwing his hand in the air with a scowl on his lips.  "Next match!"

As Alex stumbled through the crowd, a few of the ranked members gave her sharp elbows in the ribs or kneed her in the thigh.  When she exited into the cool air outside the circle, the unranked gathered around her, patting her on the back.  A wave of euphoria passed through her at how close the fight had been.  

"No one's ever seen a fight like that before," said Nayiri, eyes wide. 

Alex looked at her sideways.  Her ears seemed different than before, rounder rather than angled.  But maybe she was misremembering. 

"I've never fought one like that before, so we're even," said Alex, holding her ribs where Andreque had sliced her.  "When do you think I'll get to fight next?"

Mancalf shook his nut-brown jowls.  "Why would you want to do that?"

"I need conquest points."  Their faces wrinkled with confusion, so she added, "I need to climb in rank if I'm going to challenge Tormane."

Nayiri stared at her with equal awe and horror.  "You'll have to wait until tomorrow night.  Everyone fights, but everyone only fights once per night."

"What?" she exclaimed, marching away as she calculated the problem before her.  "But I can't do that.  Why, that'll take me twenty-four more days to climb the ranks, assuming I win every match."

"What's the hurry?" asked Nayiri.  

Sorrow leaned forward, almost right next to her face, a snarl on his lips.  His eyes were ringed with darkness and he smelled like jasmine.  "She seeks her death in the arena."

"No," she said, snapping her head back.  "And are you rubbing ashes around your eyes?"

"Beauty secrets," he said, waving his fingers mystically before his face while bobbing his head from side to side.  

Their conversation was interrupted when Nayiri's name was called for the battle circle.  The pale girl's shoulders drooped as she marched through the gathered.  Alex climbed the barrel to get a good view of the fight.  

Despite the apprehension she'd seen in Nayiri when her match was announced, as soon as she got in the battle circle, the nerves appeared knocked off.  While her opponent, Gat, a tall lanky novice rank using a long spear, stepped forward to cheers from the crowd, Nayiri tossed her dagger between her hands expertly, spinning it back and forth as if it were connected by wires.  

"Come on, Nayiri," Alex whispered as the battle started.

Gat began the match by attacking Nayiri's position using spear thrusts.  Between the length of the weapon and his long arms, he covered a huge amount of territory within the circle, leaving Nayiri almost no room.

Despite the tactical disadvantage, Nayiri did the best she could, rolling out of the way of the worsts thrusts, or parrying the spear tip with her dagger.  A few times she managed to roll under the shaft and slice Gat's thighs, but she took too many blows from a distance that added up.  Eventually, she guessed wrong and Gat caught her in the midsection, impaling her on the end of his spear, ending the match.

After it was over, Nayiri slunk out of the circle with her head down, avoiding the rest of the unranked.  Alex jumped off the barrel and tracked her down, catching her near the tents.

Nayiri flinched away when she touched her arm, spinning around as if she had the plague.  Her pale cheeks were flushed.

"Great fight," said Alex.

"Great fight?  I lost.  I only hit him twice.  It was all I could do to avoid his stupid spear.  I suck at this," said Nayiri, close to tears.

"You don’t suck.  They gave you the worst possible opponent for you to fight.  Have they ever given you someone with a shorter blade?" asked Alex.

Nayiri furrowed her forehead.  "No.  It's either the long spear, or the sword and board."

"See," said Alex.  "It's not you, it's them."

"So what?" asked Nayiri.  "It's not like you can make them give me better opponents.  I'm always going to be unranked, killed in the battle circle until the end of my days."

Alex was left jawing at the air as Nayiri raced back to the unranked tents.  Even though she was only an NPC, Alex couldn't help but feel empathy for her.  Could NPCs in this game world actually have feelings?  

"I'm going to help her win a match," said Alex.

 

Quest Offered: Help Nayiri Shadowmarch (Reward: Unknown) [Y/N]

 

"Hmmm...that's interesting," she said, hitting YES.  

 

Quest Chain I: Help Nayiri win a match (+1,000 XP) 

 

An optional quest line which triggered when she announced her intentions.  This had happened a few times last year too, which suggested the game engine was dynamic, able to make adjustments as the game state changed.  Or, someone was watching her, like Ethel Stormfeathers, and making manual adjustments.

Alex checked the deep-umber sky to find nothing, not even a cloud.  Only a few stars had begun to peek from the firmament, so she returned to the battle circle to watch the rest of the fights, taking mental notes on the styles and weapons each member of the Bravebear clan used.  Most of the fights were fairly one-sided, especially when it came to her new friends.  Not one of them got their opponent below half health.  It seemed like the upper-ranked fighters were usually matched against the lower ranked with a mismatch of weapons much like Nayiri's daggers versus the long spear.  

"Bravebear my ass," said Alex when the third horn blew, announcing the end of the nightly fights.  

When Alex returned to the unranked tents, everyone except Nayiri was drinking ale around the fire.  Blaze offered her a mug, which she politely accepted but left next to her log as she scribbled out notes from the fights.  

"Are you writing spells?" asked Blaze eagerly.

"No," said Alex.  "Just homework."

The fledgling mage didn't seem to understand the word, but took her obfuscation as a sign she didn't want to be bothered.  While the rest of the camp stayed up late, the cheers and songs of after-battle carrying over the hills like in the halls of Valhalla, the unranked had their drinks and returned to the tents.  

Alex was last to leave the fire.  She wanted to make sure she'd written down every possible thing she could remember from the fights.  She wished she had easy access to a computer so she could put the information in spreadsheets, but the penalty for logging out wasn't worth it. 

When at last she lay down in her tent, a wave of emotions threatened to overwhelm her as her mind whirled with all the things she had to do.  Champion of Warsong.  Defeat 5 novices.  Take the Bravebear clan as her own.  

"One thing at a time, Alex," she whispered to herself.  

But these thoughts were expected, normal.  When she was confronted with a difficult problem, it felt like it became her whole world.  Except this time, lying in a canvas tent that had holes she could see the stars through, Alex kept thinking about Nayiri's button nose, her messy dark hair that stuck in all directions, and her bow-like lips.  

"She's just an NPC," Alex whispered to herself late in the night.  "I shouldn't fall for her."

Alex tossed and turned for hours.  It was always uncomfortable sleeping in a new location because she had so many questions.  Her mind worried at the information she'd been presented, like a banker counting coins.  

For a little while, she heard distant song, a woman lilting out a tune that made Alex pull her arms tight to her chest, but then insects resumed their second dirge and she lost track of her thoughts as exhaustion claimed her.


Chapter Six

 

The next morning, she found Sorrow working the fire, cooking eggs and bacon in a skillet.  Alex stretched and yawned, cracking her neck, which was stiff from sleeping on the hard ground.  

"Good morning," she said to Sorrow, who gave her a nod as he poked at the sizzling bacon with a dagger.  

"At least I don't have to worry about foraging for food in a clan," said Alex.  "And this is far better than iguana meat."

Sorrow wrinkled his nose.  "This is iguana bacon.  The higher ranked get the real stuff."

Alex rolled her eyes.  "Figures."

"You fought well last night," said Sorrow with an odd smile on his lips.  "Strangulation is a particularly enjoyable way to die."

"So did you," she said, ignoring his dark comment.  "I liked the way you used your staff.  It was unfortunate that lucky warhammer strike caught you across the jaw at the end, or I thought you could have won."

Sorrow stared blankly back at her.  "I do what I must.  The staff is only a placeholder for my real weapon."

Alex raised an eyebrow, pre-grimacing because she could sense what was coming.  "And what is your real weapon?"

"The pain and rage of meaningless death in this farce we call reality," said Sorrow.

"Careful, Alex," said Blaze as he sat down next to her, grabbing a piece of sizzling iguana bacon from the skillet with his bare hands and popping it into his mouth.  "Talk to him too long and you'll want to throw yourself off a cliff."

"So what happens during the day around here?" she asked.

Blaze poked a burning log with his toe.  "You're looking at it.  In the morning time, I like to space out for a while.  It's just far enough away from spear-in-the-gut time that I can relax.  But then when the winds rise on the plains, I remember that the battle circle is less than half a day away, and then it's just creeping dread until my eventual murder in the arena of human misery."

"And you call me dark," said Sorrow with a smirk.

"Just calling it like it is," said Blaze, putting his hands behind his head.

"So nothing else happens?  Seems like a waste of time," said Alex.

"The higher ranks like to drink in the longhouse all day," said Blaze with an eye roll.  "The only thing that breaks up the daytime monotony is the occasional clan battle, when we send our best five versus another clan."

"How does Bravebear clan do in these fights?" asked Alex.

Blaze blew a breath out.  "It should be called Scaredbear.  Not only does Tormane rarely fight, but when he does, his side usually loses.  The downside of that is they take it out on us afterwards."

Alex glanced towards the longhouse at the top of the hill.  Gray smoke drifted from the chimney at the center, where she imagined they were drinking and feasting.  Ideas formed on how she might speed things up.

Nayiri joined them a little later, sheepishly taking a spot across from Alex, avoiding her gaze the whole time.

"Does anyone want to spar with me today?" asked Alex.  "I need to get my One-handed Whip skill maxed out."

"That would impact my quality space-out time," said Blaze, trying to push a floppy piece of iguana bacon into his mouth.  

Sorrow stared back drolly.  "While I would relish the chance to feel the sting of your whip, I have a date with a pitcher of honey mead that the veterans misplaced."

"Nayiri?"

The pale girl flinched, but then after a few moments nodded.  

"Great, around late morning, after I check out a few things in camp," said Alex, grabbing some eggs from a basket to crack into the skillet.  

After she had a nice breakfast of duck eggs and iguana bacon, Alex took a stroll.  She avoided the longhouse and the higher ranked tents, finding instead the craftsman huts.  She didn't bother with Zelda, the wise-woman, as she didn't have the rank yet, but noted her location.  

She found the blacksmith by the clank of hammer on anvil and the odor of burning metal.  Though she'd never played a game that had a sense of smell, there was something unmistakable about a foundry's air.

The blacksmith had lustrous black skin that glistened with sweat as he smashed his hammer into a glowing piece of steel, sending up a spray of sparks that bounced across his broad chest.  

When he thrust the fledgling weapon back into the fire, Alex stepped up.

"You do good work, Umber Redhold," said Alex.

He eyed her carefully.  "I saw you fight last night.  Unusual tactics, Alexandria Duke."

"I play to win," she said.  

A light flashed in his eyes.  "I see that."

"Since I'm new to the Bravebear clan, can you tell me how I can get weapons and armor?" she asked, gesturing towards her cloth breeches and medieval sports bra, which was splattered with her dried blood.  "I'm not exactly runway material in this."

"Feel free to take anything from the racks," said Umber, gesturing towards the back wall, which was filled with finished weapons.  "Nadia next door can help you with armor."

"What if I want something special?" she asked.

Umber showed his teeth in a generous smile.  "You need rank first, then come see me."

Back in the racks, Alex took all the daggers she found—five—and placed them in her Handysack.   

"When will you have more daggers?" she asked.

Umber shook his head.  "A few days."

"Great, thanks!"

Then she went next door to talk to Nadia, who was a slender beautiful woman who looked completely out of place in the basic hut.  She had dark red hair and the high cheekbones of royalty.  

"You, my dear, have come to the right place," said Nadia with high diction, holding a slender hand to her chest.  "Though I'm afraid I have not the right materials to armor you properly."

"Thank you, Nadia," said Alex.  "What do you have for me?  I want to stay mobile."

"I'm afraid at your rank," said Nadia, who pursed her lips with sympathy, "I can only offer a light leather tunic."

"That'll work," said Alex.  "I'm grateful for anything after battling in what amounts to glorified undies."

After letting Nadia fit her into the leather tunic, Alex returned to the back of the camp, where she found Nayiri pacing behind the tents.  

"Anywhere around here we can go without being observed?" asked Alex.

"There's a small grove near the cliff," said Nayiri.  

"Great," said Alex.  "Lead on."

"Why not fight here?" asked Nayiri, scratching her chin idly.  Her normally dark eyes seemed slightly blueish and her nose sharper rather than button, though it didn't dissuade Alex's interest in her.

"We don't want them to know what hit them," said Alex with a wink.

It was a short journey to the grove.  A small spring had gathered in a hollow, providing enough water for a copse of gnarly trees.  The pond trickled out the western side, falling over the cliff edge as a misting spray.

"This is perfect," said Alex.

Nayiri stood back with her arms crossed while Alex examined the trees, picking one with a wide trunk and then pacing off the steps until she marked a distance equal to the width of the battle circle with a branch stuck in the pliant soil.

"How good are you at throwing that dagger of yours?" asked Alex.

"Why would I do that?  Then I won't have a weapon," said Nayiri, leaning heavily on her left leg with an exaggerated head tilt.  She was the physical embodiment of an exasperated sigh.

"Humor me," said Alex, walking to a spot halfway from the tree.  "Throw your dagger into that tree."

Nayiri joined Alex at the spot and flipped the dagger a few times before rearing back and launching the knife at the tree.  It spun through the air in a blur before sinking into the soft wood, trembling from the impact.

"Sweet throw," said Alex, grinning.

Nayiri threw her hands in the air.  "Now what?  Do I kick them in the shins?"

"Every fight is a puzzle, you need to figure out how to solve yours," said Alex as she produced another dagger from her Handysack and handed it over.  "Again."

The second throw hit the tree hilt first, careening into the high grass.  

"Again," said Alex, handing over a third.

After all the daggers had been thrown, Alex gestured towards the tree.  "Three out of six.  Not bad for your first attempt."

"I still don't get how this is going to help me.  Even six daggers won't kill a veteran, which is usually who I'm matched up against," said Nayiri.

"You won't throw them all at once.  The problem you have now is that they don't respect your range.  If you can punish them for not closing the distance, then you can control the fight.  Bring them into your range, where you can slice and dice them with two daggers at once," said Alex.

"But I've never fought with a dagger in each hand."  Nayiri held up one dagger in her fist and made a downward stabbing motion.  "I usually hit them like this.  It's the best technique for when I get my Assassinate skill at a higher level."

"But you'll never get to use that skill until you can trick them into turning their back to you.  It's doubtful that's ever going to happen in the battle circle.  Anyway, I've seen you bounce that blade between your hands.  You're nimble enough to adjust to the new technique.  I'm sure you'll do fine.  Now I want you to retrieve the daggers and throw them again.  Once you can hit the tree with all six, take a big step backwards and go again.  Keep going until you can hit with all six from the opposite end of the battle circle.  If they're not safe anywhere, then they're screwed."

As Nayiri yanked the first dagger from the tree, she asked, "What are you going to do?"

Alex bounced her eyebrows.  "Target practice."

When Nayiri moved back to the middle, Alex stood off to the side of the tree within range of her whip.  Then keeping it loose in her grip, she waited until Nayiri threw the first dagger, hitting it with her whip, knocking it away from the trunk.

 

You have gained a skill point: +1 One-handed Whip

 

"Hey!  That's not fair," said Nayiri, stomping her foot playfully.  

"Who said battle was fair?" said Alex with a wink.

For the next five hours, Nayiri worked on her throws, while Alex tried to grab the daggers out of the air using the whip.  At first, she was knocking them away from the trunk, but then Nayiri began to change up her tosses, throwing them at different speeds or angles to fool Alex.  

Their practice session ended when Nayiri managed to get all six daggers past Alex's whip, which came as the sun neared the horizon.  They headed back to camp to eat dinner before the battle circle.  

Alex was hoping the practice would be enough for Nayiri, who seemed more confident by the end.  As for her own skill, she'd maxed One-handed Whip out at 22.  It was a disappointingly low number, but it was the best she could do with her low agility score.

The only upside was that when she reached the third tier, she gained a new spell, Whip Tricks.  The description alone made her feel like a cross between Annie Oakley and Indiana Jones.  

 

Whip Tricks – Tier 1

Faez: 30 ׀ Range: Whip

Effect: Mesmerize opponent with your skill

You're the tamer, not the tamed 

 

The spell came at the end of the practice session, but attempts to use it fizzled, so Alex shelved thoughts of using it, since the spell ability was a lackluster one.

When they returned to the unranked tents, only Mancalf was at the fire.  He was focused on carving a piece of wood.  Without another person around, he relaxed into the available space; otherwise, he condensed himself to avoid notice, which was hard for a mammoth of a man.  Alex guessed he was nearly Tormane's size without the ripped muscles.   

"All sweaty and out of breath?  What have you two been up to?" he asked, a grin on his tawny brown face.  

Alex frowned.  "Really?  Is that what we're doing today?"

His grin evaporated, replaced with confusion.  "Asking questions?  I was wondering what you and Nayiri had been doing."

"Oh," said Alex, blushing.  "I, uhm, never mind.  We were practicing."

Nayiri bounced in place.  "Alex taught me new tricks.  I can't wait for tonight."

"You can't wait for tonight?" asked Mancalf, horrified.  

"Yeah," said Nayiri, pacing in place.  "I think I actually have a shot at winning."

Mancalf looked up at Alex with trepidation.  "Do you think you could help me tomorrow?"

 

Quest Offered: Help Mancalf (Reward: Unknown) 

Quest Chain I: Help Mancalf win a match (+1,000 XP) 

 

"Absolutely," she said, swiping yes.  "But for now, I'm hungry.  Where are the others?"

"Blaze is hitting on that girl from the novice rank that killed him last night.  He's hoping to leverage a pity date, and last I checked, Sorrow was behind the tents passed out near the latrine ditch," said Mancalf.  

Not for the first time did Alex marvel at the realness of the NPCs.  If she didn't know any better she would think they were real living, breathing beings.  

"I'll go wake Sorrow.  He needs to sober up before his match.  If Tormane thinks he's drunk he'll give him to Sophia again," said Nayiri with a shudder.

"Who's Sophia?" asked Alex.

"If you went into the longhouse, you'd know her.  Dark skin, so beautiful she makes the gods cry.  Wields two warhammers like they were mere paring blades.  She likes to break bones before she finishes the fight," said Mancalf, looking a little nauseous at the memory.

Nayiri returned with Sorrow, dead grass plastered to his forehead, around the time Blaze slunk back to the campfire.

"No luck?" asked Nayiri.

"She said she doesn't want to associate herself with unranked losers," said Blaze, shrugging his shoulders as he plopped down in front of the fire, spread the coals out with his hand, and settled the skillet into the space he'd cleared.  "Shall I cook dinner?"

They ate roast bird stuffed with leafy plants that Mancalf had collected earlier in the day.  Alex didn't ask what kind of avian it was, in case it was raven, despite the obvious size differences.  The meal wasn't half-bad considering, or Alex was just hungry after a long day of practice.  

When the first horn sounded over the Bravebear camp, Nayiri met her gaze eagerly.  On the way to the battle circle, Blaze noticed Nayiri's exuberance, acknowledging it with a raised eyebrow, but Alex shook him off.  She didn't want anyone to get into Nayiri's head before the match.  

After the second horn announced the first match, Alex climbed onto her barrel, staring directly at Tormane.  She half expected to be picked again, but he called out two other warriors to start the night.  Alex gathered that the first fight was considered honorific, which meant that Tormane had avoided her on purpose, but she knew her battle would come soon enough.

At the fifth fight, Nayiri's name was called along with a stout veteran clan member with a longsword and buckler.  Alex was a little worried about the shield, but there was nothing she could do to help Nayiri now.

The beginning of the fight was met with a little laughter when Nayiri dropped one of the daggers.  She'd stuffed the extra ones in her belt, which wasn't going to work long term, but Alex figured they could get her better holders made when they reached novice rank.

"Begin!"

As soon as the command was given, Nayiri launched two daggers at her opponent before he could even get his shield up.  The first one scored a critical hit and the second took off another chunk of hit points, leaving him down a quarter.  

"Go Nayiri!" shouted Alex, receiving death stares for her exclamation.  

While Nayiri reached for more daggers, her opponent rushed in, holding up his buckler and chopping down at her with his longsword.  Nayiri rolled to the left, dropping one of her daggers, but came up with two others, throwing one into her opponent's ribs before skittering to the back of the circle.  

When he rushed her, Nayiri faked a throw, which forced him to bring his shield up. She ducked underneath it, slashing him twice in the gut, leaving a trail of blood across the dirt.  The subterfuge drove him into a rage, and he threw himself at Nayiri, who nimbly stepped past him and drove a dagger into his back, defeating him in short order.

 

Quest Completed: Help Nayiri win a match 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

Quest Chain II: Help Nayiri reach novice rank (+1,000 XP)

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

 

"Woot!  Go Nayiri!"

The expression on Nayiri's face was worth the glares from her fellow clan members.  She looked like she'd won the lottery.  She practically floated back through the battle circle into the arms of her fellow unranked.  

Alex was about to congratulate Nayiri in person when she heard her name called.  She hopped down and pushed her way through the crowd, who didn't seem inclined to let her pass easily.  

But she wasn't dismayed, because her mind buzzed with the excitement of Nayiri's win.  The game rewards were nice, but seeing the grin plastered on the pale girl's face was even better.

A tall dark-skinned man carrying a huge sword in his hands stepped into the circle opposite Alex, bowing to Tormane before facing her.  

 

Faygard Alain, Bravebear Clan: Veteran, Level 22

 

She had no doubt that he'd been chosen due to his heavy weapon, which would be more difficult to fling out of the circle.  When they bowed to each other, Alex noticed his hands had been bound to the hilt of the blade with thin leather strips.  She had to hide her smirk before rising to a standing position.  

Alex unfurled the whip, leaving it coiled next to her right leg, and shot a wink towards Nayiri, who was watching anxiously at the edge of the circle.

"Begin!"

Faygard barely lifted his right foot before her whip wrapped around his ankles, trapping them together and tipping him over like a tree felled for lumber.  He hit the dirt with an audible oof, sending up little dust jets.  

With her opponent prone on his back, Alex wrapped the handle of the whip around her waist to free up her hands.  Her Cloud Taunt knocked him off his elbows as he tried to climb to his knees, banging his face against the blade of his sword, dealing extra damage.  

While she could have waited for the secondary triggers of shock damage to wear Faygard down, she kept firing Cloud Taunt at her fallen opponent.  The grumbles rose around her until they crescendoed into full-throated jeers.

 

You have defeated Faygard Alain!

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 2 CP

Quest Progress: Defeat 5 Novices – 2/5 Defeated

 

After the fight was over, Alex bowed to her opponent, then bowed to Tormane.

"That wasn't even a challenge.  Let me fight again, but send a real fighter this time," said Alex, gesturing towards the crowd.

Tormane grew beet red.  His hands turned to fists at his sides.  

"Don't tell me what to do.  Everyone fights only once a night.  Once," said Tormane, holding up a single finger.

"Maybe that's why you lose the clan battles," she added before stalking from the circle.

With her back to Tormane, she didn't get to see his response, but the wide eyes and shaking heads of the other clan members told her everything she needed to know about his mood.

Back with the unranked, she was met with more back patting, but also a wary appraisal.  

"Are you trying to make it harder for yourself?" asked Blaze.

"In a way, yes," said Alex, but she didn't want to have to explain that she either needed to find a way to goad Tormane into fighting her directly, or speed up her acquisition of conquest points, so she turned to Nayiri and embraced her.  "How awesome was that win!"

Nayiri looked a little drunk.  "I know, right?  When he rushed me, I thought for sure he was going to put that thing right through my guts, but I slipped by him and when he fell defeated at my feet—gods above!—that was glorious.  I almost can't wait until tomorrow.  Hopefully I won't be so nervous and drop my dagger at the beginning."

"When we get you to novice rank, Nadia can make you a bandolier to hold the other blades, and Umber should have more daggers in a few days," said Alex.   

A cheer went up behind them in the battle circle.  They all glanced in that direction before resuming their conversation.  

"So I hear you helped Nayiri win that match," said Blaze.  "Do you think you could help me?"

"Of course," said Alex.

 

Quest Offered: Help Blaze Frostmane (Reward: Unknown) 

Quest Chain I: Help Blaze Frostmane win a match (+1,000 XP) 

 

"What about you, Sorrow?"

The dark-eyed Sorrow lifted a shoulder in mute ambivalence.  

 

Quest Offered: Help Sorrow (Reward: Unknown) 

Quest Chain I: Help Sorrow win a match (+1,000 XP) 

 

"Great," said Alex.  "Tomorrow after breakfast we'll get started."

 


Chapter Seven

 

The next day, Alex and her merry band of misfits hiked to the pond for practice.  Nayiri marched confidently to her target tree, flipping daggers idly in both hands.  Her hair had been tamed into a knot at the back of her head while the rest cascaded down her neck.  It was longer than Alex remembered, but maybe she'd never really seen it brushed.

She let Nayiri continue her work with the daggers, while she appraised the other three for ideas.  

"Okay," said Alex.  "One at a time, tell me what your strategy is when you step into the battle circle."

"Strategy?" asked Blaze.  "Don't die?"

"Tell me about the spells you know," she said.  "You always open with a nice fire bolt, which takes them down about five to ten percent, but then they close the distance and stab you with the pointy end."

"Yeah, that's pretty much it," said Blaze.  "I know Fire Bolt and another one that's totally useless and a little bit embarrassing."

"Useless how?" she asked.

"It's called Fire Cascade, and it sheathes me in a shower of flame, which eventually leaves me naked when my clothes burn off," said Blaze.

"Well that's one good thing about the spell," said Sorrow drolly.

Alex tapped on her chin.  "I'll have to think about that one.  Why don't you practice your fire bolt, but shoot it into the pond.  We don't need to start any wildfires."

While Blaze went off to the edge of the pond, Mancalf and Sorrow stared at her.  

"Why the spiked mace, Mancalf?" asked Alex.

He held up the weapon as if he were wielding a toothpick.  Brutal spikes stuck from the metal ball at the end of a long wooden shaft.

"It's what they gave me when I first joined Bravebear," said Mancalf.

Alex bit her lip.  "When you fought last night, it was as if you were trying to smash fish in a pond.  Every time you overextended, your opponent cut your side, or jabbed you in the arm."

The corners of Mancalf's lips curled downward while his shoulders sagged.  "It feels weird using the mace."

"Weird how?"

"I don't know, like it's not solid enough," said Mancalf.

Alex scratched her forehead.  "Have you ever used any other weapons in the battle circle?"

"Lots," he said.  "They all turn out the same."

She sized him up.  He was a mountain of a man even if he didn't hold himself that way.  

"What about unarmed combat?" she asked.

His eyes widened with horror.  "That sounds even worse.  What do I do, just let them skewer me like a piece of meat?"

"See that big tree over there, not the one that Nayiri's using.  I want you to try to push it over for ten seconds and then try to pull it out of the ground for ten seconds.  Keep alternating between those two," she said.

With a heavy sigh, Mancalf trudged to the tree.  She didn't wait to see how well her idea worked because Sorrow had disappeared.  She found him by the pond, hands behind his head in the short grass, a bemused expression on his lips.

"Come on, Sorrow, it's your turn," said Alex.

"But you're ruining a perfectly good napping spot," he said.

She held out her hand to pull him up.  "You can die every night if you prefer."

"Nothing excites me more than my own entrails," said Sorrow, rubbing his belly as if readying himself for a feast.

"Pull out your sword," she told him when he climbed to his feet without her help.

With limp exaggeration, Sorrow unsheathed his weapon and lazily pointed it at her.  The tip wobbled drunkenly.

Alex swallowed her sigh, trying to find something usable in his posture.  After a full minute of examination, she asked, "Is there anything you're particularly good at?"

He looked down his nose with his dark-ringed eyes as he held a hand to his chest.  "I can find the good in anyone.  At least before I try to chew it up and spit it out."

"Why don't you practice your sword swings while I help Blaze," said Alex.

"Whatever you say," he said, then leapt into a series of loose swings that looked like an elephant swinging its trunk.  "Huzah!  Take that, ruffian, I will cut you to the boner.  Or bone your cut!"

Alex walked away from him shaking her head, finding Blaze at the water's edge.  He was almost as bad as Sorrow, though he was at least attempting to follow her directions.  Spits of flame shot from his hand, turning to steam when they hit the water.  He looked like he was the world's most bored mage flicking water from his fingertips.  This was turning out to be much harder than she'd thought.  Nayiri had been a breeze, so she thought the others would be the same.

"You could at least try," she told him.

Blaze tilted his head at her while the flame shots grew slightly in intensity.  The only reason she could tell he'd added a bit more oomph to them was the louder hiss of steam.

She was about to reprimand him when something about the way he shot the flame out reminded her of when he was cooking breakfast.  

"Does fire hurt you?" she asked, tilting her head.

"Not particularly.  I wouldn't be much of a fire mage if it did," he said.

"So that fire explosion spell doesn't damage you at all?" she asked.

"Not a hair," he said.

"See that small tree over there?  Could you demonstrate your spell on it?  Make sure you wrap your arms around the tree first," she said.

"But it'll burn off my clothes," he said.

"Then take them off," she said.

"You're kidding, right?"

She crossed her arms.  "Not in the least bit.  Off with your robes and hug that tree."

"If you wanted to get a peek, all you had to do was ask," he said.

She snapped her fingers and pointed at the tree like a teacher admonishing a student.  He raised his hands into the air.  

"Fine, fine!"

Blaze pulled off his robes, getting them tangled around his arms before throwing them into the grass, while keeping his front facing away.  Nayiri put her fingers to her lips and whistled.  

"Thanks, Nayiri," he said, looking over his shoulder.  "I feel like an idiot."

"Just think how much of an idiot your opponent will feel when you beat them," said Alex.

"By getting naked?" 

"If it makes you feel any better, you've got a cute butt," she said, for a NPC.

"It doesn't."

She snapped her fingers again.  "Blaze.  Tree.  Spell."

The tree was larger than a sapling, the trunk slender and tall, and it leaned in the direction of the pond with a crown of leaves.  Blaze looked like he was trying to put his arms around his date at the prom wearing barbed wire armor.  

"It's a tree, just hug it," she yelled.

With a tiny shrug of his shoulders, Blaze wrapped his arms around the trunk. He took a big breath, then muttered an incantation, and his whole body turned to a conflagration.  Flame licked up the sides of the tree, wilting the leaves until they were crisped.  The fire was so large it made a whooshing sound as it pulled in the surrounding oxygen.  When he released the spell, the tree snapped in half as the bottom disintegrated into ash, nearly braining Blaze as he scrambled out of the way.

When Blaze turned to them, using his cupped hands to hide his nakedness, there was complete and utter silence.  Even Sorrow, who had been digging in the dirt with the tip of his sword, was staring at the naked mage.

"I knew it," he said, "you just wanted to see me naked.  Get a good laugh."

"By the Holy Darkness, that was…that was frightening," said Mancalf.

"Completely," said Nayiri, nodding.

Sorrow turned to the others.  "We should have brought the daily meat for roasting."

"Haha," said Blaze, angrily swiping his robes and tugging them over his head.  "I knew I shouldn't have listened to her."

"Yes, you should have," said Alex, rushing to his side.  "That was amazing.  If you can get your hands on them, no one will be able to withstand you.  Hell, I wouldn't want to fight you."

"Really?  You're not just messing with me?"

She shook her head vehemently.  "No.  No way.  On Merlin's honor."

"Who's Merlin?" he asked, screwing up his face.  

"It doesn't matter," she said.  "Work on your flame shots for the rest of the day.  We don't have enough trees to practice that inferno of yours."

While Blaze returned to the pond, Alex found Mancalf again.  He'd picked a tree that was as wide as a basketball.  To her surprise, the roots had been partially pulled out.  The whole trunk tilted to the side.

"I wasn't expecting you to actually pull it from the ground," said Alex.  

"If I ever fight any trees in the circle, I'll win the slow, eventual battle," said Mancalf.

"Why don't you try punching the tree?" she said.

"With my fist?  That'll hurt," he said.

She motioned with her hand.  "Then slap it if you prefer."

Alex was expecting a ponderous blow, a swing like an axe handle coming down from above.  But Mancalf's tree slap was anything but.  His hand flashed out, lightning quick, popping the tree, exploding the loose bark along its girth.

A burgeoning excitement grew in her middle.  "I think we've found your weapon."

"A slap?" asked Mancalf, holding up his hand as if it were separate from his body.  

"Call it what you like, but I think those weapons have been holding you back," said Alex.  "You're the world's biggest monk.  Now keep slapping that tree, both hands."

Once everyone was practicing—though the term was only loosely applied to Sorrow, who looked like a bored kid waiting for the bus—Alex spent the next hour working on the Whip Tricks spell.  She managed to increase it a couple of points even though it fizzled every time.  

When the sun drifted towards the horizon, setting the grassy plains ablaze with oranges and reds, Alex and the other unranked made their way back to the camp for dinner before the battle circle.  While no one looked confident about their contest, they didn't look like prisoners at their last meal like the previous nights.  Alex counted that as a win.  She would find out soon enough if her help had been worth it.


Chapter Eight

 

Nervous energy bounced through her fellow unranked as they marched to the battle circle.  The clan children ran on bare feet, passing them like tiny banshees.  Alex winked at a little girl with a dirt-smeared face carrying the imitation of a whip.

The approach of evening brought a cool breeze that invigorated Alex.  Next to her, Nayiri flipped daggers with both hands, deftly catching them, while Mancalf seemed taller than Alex remembered.  

Blaze muttered under his breath as they approached.  It was only when they reached the back of the assembled crowd that Alex finally heard what he was saying.

"Do I take off my clothes before the match?  Or do I let them burn off?"

"Blaze," said Alex, touching his shoulder to get his attention.  

"What?" he said, flinching.

"Get a second set of robes.  I'll throw them to you after the match," she said.

"Good idea!" he said, running back to their tents.

Alex found her customary barrel.  Tormane glanced once in her direction after she ascended.  He had a dry smirk on his lips, which suggested he was going to switch things up this evening, but she was ready for whatever he threw at her.

The first of her unranked friends to fight in the circle was Mancalf.  He was paired against a veteran short sword and shield wielder named Grato.

After they bowed to Tormane and then each other, Grato called out, "Forget your weapon, ya big idiot?"

Mancalf stood with his arms relaxed at his sides.  He looked more like he was standing in the rain than in the middle of a miniature fighting arena.  

When he didn't answer, Grato shuffled forward, keeping his shield high and his short sword in a thrusting position.  Closing the distance, Grato hesitated, unnerved by Mancalf's lack of reaction.  But a few jeers from the crowd loosened his resolve and he pulled his arm back for a neck chop.

This was his mistake.

Alex heard the thunderclap of Mancalf's palm connecting with Grato's head before her eyes registered the motion.  Grato's knees wobbled, then he collapsed into a heap, sword and shield landing unceremoniously at his feet.

 

Mancalf has knocked Grato unconscious!

Mancalf has defeated Grato!

Quest Completed: Help Mancalf win a match 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

Quest Chain II: Help Mancalf reach novice rank (+1,000 XP)

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Mastermind

 

Alex was a little surprised about the double unique skill point improvement, especially because she didn't fully understand the difference between the two, but she figured she'd learn eventually.

With the match over, Mancalf wandered back into the crowd as if he were on a Sunday stroll.  The only sign of emotion Alex got was when Mancalf winked at her.

The next few matches were uneventful, elites versus novices, which meant they were over quickly, neither side learning a single thing.  But that didn't stop Tormane from showering praise on his elites for their easy victories.  

It reminded her of when she played youth soccer in Kentucky.  The good teams recruited the best players, so her teams were usually the mismatched left behinds.  It was a miracle whenever they scored a goal, since they usually lost by ten or twenty goals.  

When Nayiri's name was called, Alex found her palms sweaty.  The petite dagger rogue practically skipped into the circle, making Alex both proud and worried about her confidence.  

Her opponent was a heavyset woman who used a two-handed warhammer and wore loose boiled leather armor.  The easy way that Elarma handled her massive weapon worried Alex.  Nayiri wouldn't be able to take many hits.  

Elarma wasted no time when the match started, rushing Nayiri with her warhammer raised.  To Alex's surprise, the pale girl didn't throw her daggers, but waited until the last moment to roll past the heavy swing, slicing Elarma on the calf as she went past.  

Seeing the nimble maneuver from Nayiri let Alex release the breath she'd been holding.  Alex wiped her sweaty palms on the side of her leather armor.

Elarma charged Nayiri like an enraged bull, but Nayiri pulled the same trick.  This time, her opponent came up limping, as the second cut had done enough to slow her.  

Alex smirked as she watched Nayiri stand at the far end of the circle and throw deadly daggers at the slow-moving Elarma.  Over the next minute, Nayiri bled her opponent from a distance.  When it was finished, she hadn't taken a single point of damage.

A few matches later it was Sorrow's turn in the battle circle.  He trudged into the middle, the tip of his sword dragging in the dirt.  Not only did he look completely uninterested, but his opponent was Atticus Laine, the blond warrior with the hockey mullet.  

"Back, foul ruffian, or I should get my blood all over you," said Sorrow, leaning on his sword like a cane while examining something in his palm.

"You need to bow to your battleleader," said Atticus, gesturing towards Tormane.  "And then to me."

"Why?" asked Sorrow with a disinterested shrug.  "You're going to murder me anyway."

"It's not murder, it's battle," said Atticus, an aggravated look on his face. 

"To you," said Sorrow, knocking away a strand of wavy hair that had fallen into his face with a flick of his hand.

Alex half-hoped that his nonchalance was a trick like Mancalf's, but when the match actually began, Atticus drove his sword through Sorrow's chest, grinding it sideways for extra pain.  When Atticus had the sword hilt deep, Sorrow gave him a peck on the cheek before collapsing in defeat.

"Can't win them all," Alex muttered to herself.  

She had no idea how to help Sorrow since he didn't seem to care enough to try.  It seemed all the NPCs had hidden talents except for him, or at least she hadn't found it yet.

But she had little time for pondering before she heard her name called.

Alex took her half of the circle, bowed to Tormane, and waited for her opponent.

 

"Cree Carrow," called out Tormane.

Alex recognized the woman's name even before she stepped into the circle.  She used a long spear to devastating effect, keeping her opponents from reaching her with thrusting stabs.  Alex was busy formulating her strategy when she heard a second name.

"Garret Longshanks," said Tormane.

The longsword and shield warrior was nimble for a big man, using his shield to stun his opponents before puncturing them with the tip of his sword.

Alex wasn't completely surprised by the second opponent, though the rest of the clan seemed unnerved by the change in tradition, glancing between themselves.

She caught a look from Nayiri, who appeared paler than normal at the odds, but while the result wasn't guaranteed, Alex felt comfortable against multiple opponents from her time in the Warped Forest.

The two faced her, sharing knowing glances, and gripped their weapons in anticipation.  

"Begin!"

Cree circled to her left while Garret came from the right, staying crouched behind his tall shield so she couldn't attack his legs.

Alex shot Garret with a Cloud Taunt before making a whip attack against Cree, but she was ready with her long spear, using the shaft to deflect it.  The two warriors collapsed on her position, hitting her three times—spear, spear, sword—before Alex managed to Misdirect an attack from Cree into Garret. 

"What was that for?" asked Garrett.

Alex used the momentary distraction to sprint to the other side of the circle.

Cree frowned, looking at her spear as if it were defective.  "She did that to me."

"Sure," said Garret, his expression souring, "just don't do it again."

When they advanced again, Alex repeated her tactics, Cloud Taunt on Garret and then Misdirect Cree's attack.  She was down to half health by the time she skittered away from the pair, who glanced at each other with furrowed foreheads.  

"Stop screwing around and kill her!" called out Tormane, whose pulsing jaw suggested he was unhappy with the result so far.

Enraged by her taunts and the constant shocking damage, Garret rushed her, abandoning the cover that Cree's long spear had been giving him.  He left his guard high, which let Alex trip him into the dirt. 

Cree moved to support, but Alex snapped her whip in her direction, pumping faez into the spell.  A burst of prismatic light shimmered across her face.

 

Cree Carrow has been mesmerized by Whip Tricks!

You have gained a skill point: +1 Whip Tricks

 

Cree staggered as she stared into space, the tip of her long spear in the dirt.  Alex used the distraction to fling her weapon out of the circle, then turned to Garret, who had regained his feet.

With Cree weaponless, the rest of the fight was a formality.  Alex took Garret down with Cloud Taunts and yanking his feet out from under him, then afterwards finished off Cree with a strangulation.

 

You have defeated Cree Carrow!

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 2 CP

Quest Progress: Defeat 5 Novices – 4/5 Defeated

 

Tormane glowered at Alex, but she smiled back sweetly, adding a wink for good measure, which only enraged him further.

"You'll pay for your insolence!" he screamed at her.

It was exactly the result she was hoping for.  If she couldn't fight more than one match a night, then she needed multiple opponents for more conquest points.  Anger was the easiest emotion to manipulate, but she'd have to tread a fine line.  

The last match of the night was Blaze's, which was normally an honor, but the honor went not to him, but to Andreque the Bold, who was nearing elite rank.  The match was meant to be a coronation for her achievement.

True to his usual tactics, Blaze began the match with a potent fire bolt, which had more oomph than normal due to his practice.  This didn't seem to bother Andreque, who shouldered it away as she loped into a charge with determined grin.  

She brought her twin scimitars high to make a double attack at Blaze's neck.  He looked like he was in the middle of casting a second fire bolt, but Alex could tell he wasn’t putting any faez into it.

As Andreque leapt forward, Blaze launched himself at her, arms equally wide, but without the scimitars.  They looked like lovers after a long absence, throwing themselves wildly into each other's arms.  

But the moment after Blaze wrapped his arms around her and before Andreque could register surprise, the center of the circle turned into a bonfire.  

In the span of two heartbeats, and accented with a high-pitched scream, Blaze took Andreque from full health to zero in a conflagrational embrace.

 

Blaze Frostmane has defeated Andreque the Bold!

Quest Completed: Help Blaze Frostmane win a match 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

Quest Chain II: Help Blaze Frostmane reach novice rank (+1,000 XP)

 

The silence from the unexpected turn of events was only matched by the gaping jaws of everyone around the circle.  Everyone but the unranked, anyway.

Alex threw a second set of robes to the naked Blaze, who wasn't trying to hide himself as he had during their practice session.  The glory of his victory washed away any embarrassment.

When he wandered to the group of them, Alex said, "Maybe Nadia can make you some chainmail underwear for future matches."

"Once I reach novice rank," he said.

Alex smiled at his newfound confidence.  "Once you reach novice rank."

Buoyed by their victories, almost flawless with only Sorrow in the loss column, they marched to where the unranked tents lay, arms full of wine they'd liberated from the center of the camp.  Alex had been avoiding any more than a sip of alcohol before, but joined in the celebration of their victories.  

After a few hours of recanting the tales of their battles around the fire, Alex wandered into the grassy plain to get fresh air.  Tipsy and unsteady on her feet from a large mug of watered-down wine, Alex admired the swath of stars stretched across the darkened heavens.  With no moon in this world, she was treated with a gorgeous night sky.

"Thank you for helping us," said Nayiri, wandering up from behind.

The petite girl stopped at Alex's side, their shoulders brushing.  Nayiri smiled coyly, knocking a strand of black hair away from her face.  A warmth filled Alex that went down to her toes.  

"You're welcome," said Alex, barely able to speak above a whisper.  

Alex glanced at Nayiri out of the corner of her eye, her face growing flushed when she thought about the softness of her bow-like lips.  After the day of practice and victory, the knowledge that her new friends were NPCs was difficult to maintain.  They felt as real as any friend she'd ever had, which wasn't saying much.  Her friends had usually been online, the only interactions coming through her headphones or during games.  

But they had been real people represented by online avatars, where Nayiri and the others were not real at all, or not real in a way that she understood.  Or maybe they were something like Ethel Stormfeathers.

"Alex?" 

The petite girl faced her, so Alex turned.  They stood only a handsbreadth apart.  

She looked slightly different than Alex remembered, though it could have been the wine talking.

Nayiri's sweet breath washed over Alex's face.  Her experience with dating was pretty limited.  She'd had two brief boyfriends and one girlfriend in high school.  Their relationships had mostly existed through chat and a few awkward kisses after school waiting for the bus.  

But as Nayiri's lips parted expectantly, she knew two things in that moment.  One, that she didn't care that Nayiri was a NPC, she felt real to her, and two, that they were going to kiss, and her whole body exploded with tingles in anticipation.

Alex was slightly taller than Nayiri, so she leaned forward, head tilted just so.  Nayiri's hands brushed Alex's midsection, sending warm jets of pleasure up her spine.  

When their lips pressed together, Alex felt like nothing existed in the world except the two of them.  She put her hands on Nayiri's shoulders and pulled her close, letting the deepness of their kiss intensify.

Alex felt like her body ceased to exist and that the world became the kiss, and high above, a melancholy song rose into the night.  It wasn't until the words registered that she realized the song wasn't in her head, but that it was being sung nearby.

"What?" asked Nayiri, forehead hunched as she pulled away.

"Do you hear that girl singing?" asked Alex.

Nayiri glanced to the side.  "That's not a girl."

It was then Alex realized who she heard singing.

"That's Sorrow!" 

Holding Nayiri's hand, Alex dragged her down the hill towards the source of the singing.  They found Sorrow sitting on an old stump, his sword lying across his knees, eyes closed with song lilting from his lips.

As they approached, Alex felt a tug as the song wrapped its tendrils around her head.  Only when she realized what was happening did she shake it off.

 

You have resisted Sorrow's Song of Dread!

 

But next to her, Nayiri stared blankly ahead.  

Alex cleared her throat, which interrupted his song.  Alex stared at him with the biggest grin on her lips.  

"Sorrow!  You're a bard!"


Chapter Nine

 

The next three weeks Alex and her friends trained at the pond during the day and fought in the battle circle at night.  It was grueling, intense, joyous work that Alex loved every minute of.  

Nayiri had reached veteran status, Blaze and Mancalf were novices, and Sorrow was working on climbing out of the unranked.  He had yet to win a match, but that was mostly because it'd taken a few weeks to convince him to sing in the circle, and then a few more battles to work on the tactics involved.  

Alex was sure he was going to win soon, but she was preoccupied with the upcoming battle with Tormane the Tower for control of the Bravebear clan.  She'd worked through the chain quests and had gained the fifty conquest points necessary to challenge him in that short time due to the multiple opponents he'd been sending at her.  

As dicey as those battles had been, the one with Tormane worried her.  She'd seen him fight in the clan battle they'd had with the Blackwater Twins.  While his tactics were terrible, they’d been effective. He’d allowed the rest of his team to get picked off one by one, and when it was him against four Blackwater clan members, he'd almost won.  

His failings as the battleleader were clear to Alex.  He was afraid to let anyone learn enough to challenge him, which kept the clan weak.  He was a tyrant who showered attention on his closest followers, encouraging them to drink and party each night so they wouldn't ever be good enough to beat him.  It's why his best elites were only level 23.  

On the morning she was going to challenge Tormane, Alex was sitting in her tent, scraping the dirt from her leather tunic with her jagged bone knife.  Nayiri had already left to work on juggling her daggers, which she had said helped her wake up.  Alex guessed was one way to do it, though she preferred coffee.  

Alex still hadn't gotten used to the idea that they were dating.  Was it real since she was a NPC?  Or was this a fantasy made possible by the verisimilitude of the game? 

Either way, her reluctance had kept Alex from fully consummating their relationship.  Alex had kept things at the hot horny teenagers in their parents' basement stage.   

She was reaching for the tent flap to climb out and join the others for breakfast when she got a notification pop-up:

 

** System Message from Professor Marzio **

I need help with a school project.  If anyone wants to earn extra credit, log out now and see me in my office.  I'll give you a level worth of experience for your time.  Should only take a few days.

 

Alex reached up to swipe it away, but her hand hovered in the air as she grimaced with indecision.  

"Merlin's hairy balls.  I don't have time for that."

But she couldn't ignore the opportunity.  Tormane was level 26, which put him more than five levels above her.  Passing that threshold meant her damage would be greatly reduced and some of her abilities wouldn't even work on him.  If she were going to have a shot, she needed to be level 21, but the experience gains had been nonexistent.  Sure, she would be granted level 40 if she became Champion of Warsong, but she'd never be able to compete if she couldn't gain in power along the way.  The conundrum of the zone setup made it so she couldn't advance towards that goal, nor could she leave the zone to level up and come back later.

She was also curious as to Professor Marzio's job.  For nearly her entire existence in Gamemakers Hall, she'd been stuck in the game.  Alex knew nothing about the hall or the city.  A chance to further her knowledge while advancing herself in-game seemed like a no-brainer.  And maybe she'd get a chance to meet more of her fellow classmates.

Alex stuck her head out of the tent to tell her friends that she'd be away for a few days, but no one was sitting around the fire.  

 

** System Message from Professor Marzio **

I don't have all day.  You've got two minutes to meet me in my office.

 

After climbing out, Alex poked her head in the other tents to find them empty.  They'd been drinking less and rising earlier to practice each day, a fact she would normally be proud of.  

"Hey guys, I have to go.  I'll be back soon.  Don't worry."  She milled about for a few more seconds.  "Wish someone was here, but I can't wait any longer."

Alex activated the logout.  

She paced around the camp, wishing one of her friends would show up before she left.  As the countdown neared one, she heard someone threading through the tents towards their little corner of the camp.  She ran in that direction, hoping to explain.

She saw Nayiri's daggers flinging above the tents in a circular pattern.  Alex hurried towards her, breaking around the corner to make eye contact right as the countdown hit one.  

"I'll be..."

Nayiri missed a dagger catch right as Alex logged out.

 


Chapter Ten

 

With Nayiri's image hanging in her mind, Alex sprinted to Professor Marzio's office.  She'd only been there once, so she took a few wrong turns on her way through the labyrinth-like house.  

The door at the top of the awkward tilted hallway was open, and a figure stood at the top, facing the interior of the room.  Alex didn't have time to determine which one of her classmates had joined the call, because she heard Professor Marzio counting down slowly.

She knew instinctively that he would not take close enough, that she had to be in the room, or she might as well log back into the game.  

"9...8...7..."

"Shit," said Alex, burning carpet as she ran towards the sloped hallway and bounded up it like a mountain goat, using the walls to bounce further up.  Her only parkour experience had been in games, but she understood the concept.

"...5...4..."

As she pushed herself to reach the professor's office, Alex realized who was standing at the top.  It was Lily Brodziak, the red-haired girl she'd met last year.  She was watching Alex scramble up, arms crossed with a smirk on her lips.  

Then Alex's tennis shoe lost traction and she fell face-first.  She scrambled upward, clawing at the hardwood to reach the threshold.  

"...2...1..."

As Marzio said zero, Alex lunged upward, getting her fingertips past the line. 

"Thank you for joining us, Alexandria Duke.  Care to join us upright people in my office?" said Professor Marzio.

Looking up at Lily, Alex said, "Could I get a little help?"

Lily snorted derisively.  "No."

It felt like Alex was climbing over ball bearings, but eventually she managed to claw her way into the room.  Professor Marzio sat at his desk with his hands clasped in front of him, a frown hooked to his lips.  His bald head and kept beard was imposing enough, but the tightly squeezed lips put a stone into her gut. 

"Are we done?" he asked with a single eyebrow arched.

"Yes, sir," said Alex as she fixed her hair, which had become a messy halo during the scramble.

"Yes, Professor," he said.

"Sorry," she said, then cleared her throat. "Professor Marzio."

His disapproving mien disappeared as he stood up, clapping his hands.  

"Wonderful," he said.  "I would have preferred a few more helping hands and of a higher level, but you two will have to do."

"What will we be doing?" asked Alex.

"You're going to help me with the Second Year Contest, designing it that is," he said.

Professor Marzio pushed past them, and with his hands stuck into his pockets, slid down the angled hallway.  Lily matched his practiced elegance, but Alex didn't trust herself, so she went down on her rear.  Lily rolled her eyes at her but she ignored it.  

Leaving the hall, Alex's mind was filled with questions.  The Second Year Contest was the big event every year in the Hundred Halls, in which mixed hall teams would compete in a specially designed game.  The winners would usually get magical trinkets or cash prizes.  Since the events happened behind closed doors, little was known about the details during the events, but afterwards, winning teams were known to publish books about their adventures.  

When Alex was younger, she remembered a particularly brutal Second Year Game that involved flying a magical ship through a floating city, which when crashed—which was often—threw the teams off their ships to plummet to their deaths.  Alex wasn't a big fan of heights, so the idea of death from falling bothered her.  

The games were played using the same magical technology as Gamemakers Online, so Alex was excited to learn about the design side.  Maybe she'd get to learn more about how the NPCs were constructed.

Professor Marzio led them to the train station. He paid for the three of them at least, and took a car in back.  It was a strange sight to Alex, seeing the well-dressed professor standing with his hand on the support pole.  He looked like he should be a judge behind a bench rather than a guy riding a train.  

In front of them, a couple of kids were playing a game of Five Elements, which was like rock-scissors-paper except with the magical elements.  They were noisy as they battled back and forth, flame and water, making the air stink with ozone, until Professor Marzio made a heavy throat clear, which brought a moment of panic from the two kids.

But then the taller one seemed to recognize the professor and mouthed Gamemakers while rolling his eyes.  The two kids moved to the car in front, laughing and glancing behind them derisively.

It was the first time that Alex really realized how small and insignificant her hall was.  While games were her whole life, and Gamemakers had an important part to play in the functioning of the Hundred Halls, they warranted little attention outside the city.

As the train rumbled through the city, Alex positioned herself in Lily's line of sight, which drew a heavy sigh.  Lily wore her jean jacket full of buttons and her red hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  Her eyes were ringed with bags, suggesting she hadn't been sleeping much in game.

"How's your part of the game world going?" asked Alex, feeling a little weird talking about it in front of Professor Marzio.  

Lily sighed and rotated herself to the right so she was no longer facing Alex.  

"Mine is going okay. I'm in—"

"I don't care," said Lily, voice filled with venom.  "Like, really don't care.  You're an exploiter.  You don't give a shit about the rules, only how you can twist them to your benefit.  Let's just get our work done, earn our level, and get back to the game.  We don't have to be friends."

"Well, that was awesome," Alex said to herself, taking a spot by the window to watch the city.  

It was almost October, but the leaves were still green.  The city looked normal enough in the daytime, though she had little to compare it to since she hadn't traveled much.  But she saw old ladies walking their dogs and taxis zipping through the streets, while the sidewalks were crowded with tourists.  

The train passed a carnival being set up in a huge empty parking lot.  The colorful tents and rides looked like they could be from any country traveling fair, until she saw a girl with bone wings sticking out her back.

When the train made a last turn before it reached the Spire, she got a good look at the titanic building.  Even smashing her face against the warm window, she couldn't see the top.  She'd heard that it had more interior volume than the next ten largest buildings in the world combined, and she had no doubt of that as the train approached it.  

After being released into the city streets, Professor Marzio led them into the Spire through the administration entrance.  She'd been in the building once before for the Merlin Trials, but so much had been new and overwhelming she hadn't a chance to really look around.

They passed rooms filled with cubicles and office workers, professors in robes, strange doors covered in runes, and a lizard creature the size of a small dog strolling down the hallway.  It was all at once completely odd and perfectly normal.  

After an elevator ride that went both up and sideways, they were let out in a small room with one wall covered in an iron door with a small keyhole in the center, surrounded by glowing runes.  Her nose itched with metallics, a scent similar to raw faez, but it felt sharper.  Lily seemed to sense the change as well, though she refused to meet Alex's gaze to share in the acknowledgement.  

The professor produced a key from a chain around his neck, leaned down, and popped the lock while muttering a phrase in an unfamiliar language.  She was unsure if it'd been a spell or a password, but either way, the runes went dark and the door clicked open.

Professor Marzio gave the massive door a gentle shove and it coasted open, revealing a room that looked a lot like the one where they entered Gamemakers Online.  An obsidian cube waited on the far side of the room.  

"You know the drill," said the professor as he strolled forward and touched the cube.

Alex and Lily had been standing at the threshold, but after the professor disappeared they took hurried steps towards it, which eventually turned into a short sprint.  Alex wasn't sure who won, but they both appeared inside the game world at the same time.

The room they stood in, like the interior of the Spire, was both unusual and familiar.  At first glance, it looked like an ordinary laboratory with workbenches filled with glassware, the room covered in opaque windows that seemed to move on their own.  It wasn't until Alex took a second look that she realized that it was water outside the lab.  She moved to the window to see colorful fish swimming past and no sign of the surface.

"We're underwater," said Alex.

"Nothing escapes you, does it?" said Lily.

The professor faced them both.  "Gather round, ladies.  I don't want to explain myself more than once.  For the next three days, the two of you are going to be game designers.  Gamemakers Hall is in charge of the Second Year Contest.  You'll be working on the design for next year's game."

Alex scrunched up her face.  "But we've never experienced the Second Year Contest, how can we design it?"

"The contest would be trivial for you, or I wouldn't have recruited you for Gamemakers," said Professor Marzio.  "And Lily's brothers were both members of the Halls, the older of which as a member of Coterie won the contest, so I'm sure she can help direct the activity."

Lily crossed her arms and stared suspiciously at Alex as if she suspected that she would screw things up.

"Any questions?" he asked.

"What is the game?" asked Alex, while Lily stared blankly at the professor as if she didn't care about anything going on around her. 

Professor Marzio gestured towards the window.  "The building we're standing in is twenty-five levels tall, or deep in this instance.  At the beginning of the contest, the bottom level, this one, will start leaking at a rate determined by you.  The object for the teams will be to reach the top level and escape.  

"Or at least attempt to because I don't care if it's solvable, the more difficult the better.  This game should keep them preoccupied for the year.  A winner being determined before the holiday break would be bad form and reflect poorly on the both of you."

"How do we, you know, make the game?" asked Alex.

Professor Marzio snapped his fingers and two data screens appeared on a nearby table.  He handed one to each of them.  Lily stared at hers as if it were made of gold and diamonds.

"Here is the game design interface.  You should pick up how to use it pretty quickly, and if you don't, that's not my problem.  It will allow you to construct the obstacles that the teams must overcome," he said.

The data screen had a menu of options: furniture, food, traps, magical effects, buildings, triggers, clothing, and a long list of other items.  Alex never had much interest in game designer programs, but she'd never had the opportunity to use one as powerful as the one in her hand.  Her mind raced with ideas.

"What about NPCs?" asked Alex when she didn't see a menu item for them.

"I make the NPCs," said the professor.  "If your game requires one, click on 'other' and make a note as to what you're looking for."

Alex held the data pad in the air.  "How can we make a complete Second Year Contest in just a few days?  I have a ton to do in Gamemakers.  I'm sure Lily does as well."

"Don't bring me into this," said Lily, bunching up her lips in protest.  

"I don't expect the game to be perfect," said Professor Marzio, "but I expect that it will generally work.  I'll be coming in behind you and improving your design anyway, but it's good to have fresh minds create the base game.  Besides, if I allowed you to know the final details, you could sell that for a considerable sum."

Lily gave her a look as if she expected that Alex would do something like that.  

Alex turned away, examining the watery windows.  "So when they fail the contest, they drown?"

"Unless something else gets them first," said Professor Marzio.

"That's pretty messed up," said Alex, running a hand through her hair.

"Failure is a wonderful teacher.  You should know that more than anyone," said the professor, which brought a snort from Lily.  "Magic is a dangerous business.  Learning in an environment that allows failure, even as gruesome as drowning, is better than letting arrogant mages into the world without a clue of the damage they can do, to others and to themselves."

"How does it even work?" asked Alex, hoping to learn more about the game so she could better understand her friends in Bravebear.  

Professor Marzio gave her a flat stare.  "It works.  That's all that matters for you."

"Understood."

"If there are no other questions, I'm going to return to the Spire. I have other matters to attend to."  He raised his hand as if he were going to cast a spell, pausing mid-gesture.  "I almost forgot.  You'll get hungry eventually, so if you feel like you need to bother with eating, create your meals with the interface.  I'll be back in exactly three days.  If you're not done by then, I won't be giving you that level."

The phrase "need to bother with eating" was curious to her, but she knew better than to ask.  But it gave her more of a clue to the nature of the game world, that eating was only necessary because of habit, not because it sustained them.  She wondered if the hunger she felt in Warsong Plains was coded in.   

He snapped his fingers and disappeared, leaving the two of them alone.  

"Don't," said Lily, pointing at her.  "Don't even try to get to know me, because I don't care."

"I don't have to get to know you, but we're going to have to work together if we're going to finish the game in three days.  The last thing either of us want to do is spend three days away from Gamemakers for nothing," said Alex.

Lily stared at Alex for three long blinks, until she said, "Actually we don't.  I'm not going to finish the game, you are."

"What?  Are you kidding me?" asked Alex.

"I have more important things to do here," said Lily, grabbing her data pad.

"We only have three days," said Alex, spreading her hands.  "You heard the professor, it's going to take the both of us to finish this job."

"I'm sure with all your experience exploiting games you'll know how to design it.  Anyway," she said with a throwaway shrug as she was tapping on her data pad, "I'm more of a twitch gamer.  This kind of puzzle shit is more your thing.  I'd only get in your way."

"Why the hell did you come here if you're not going to help?" asked Alex.

Lily ignored her and kept working on the data pad until she emphatically stabbed her finger into the screen and a set of stairs appeared.  

"Don't try to follow," she said, before disappearing up the stairs that probably led into the next level.  Before Alex could follow, the stairs blinked out, leaving her alone.

"What in the actual hell?" said Alex.

She listed around, trying to figure out what she needed to do.  Lily's disappearance came as a complete shock.  But it didn't appear that the job inside the game world had been a surprise to Lily.  Once the professor had left, she'd gotten right to work as if she knew how to navigate the data pad. 

Alex wasn't sure if she should go after Lily, or ignore her and start work on the game.  Three days wasn't much time.  But either way, she realized she'd have to figure out the interface on the data pad.  She got right to work with a heavy suspicion there was more to Lily Brodziak than she'd first thought.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

Lily had been right about one thing: she was good at puzzle games.  Sure it would have been nice to have a second person to bounce ideas off of, but given their contentious relationship—a truth that mystified her—it was better that Lily had gone off on her own.  It had taken two and a half days with little sleep, but Alex had designed all twenty-five levels, death-making traps and all.  

She'd taken inspiration from her favorite games—Resident Evil was a particularly nasty one—and added her own twists.  Alex almost felt bad about the level of difficulty, but she assumed a team of five hall students could outthink whatever obstacle she could put in their way.  

There was a bit of freedom in knowing that the contest didn't have to have a solution.  It helped her finish the task with time to spare, which gave her an opportunity to figure out what Lily had been doing and to explore the nature of this seemingly real, but programmable world.

Alex was standing on the bottom level, which looked mostly like it had when she'd arrived, except for a few hidden surprises.  She knew that Lily wasn't on any of the twenty-five levels, since she'd been up and down them, verifying her designs multiple times.

Using the touch pad, Alex toggled herself to incorporeal.  It was a trick she'd learned when she accidently triggered the building to start flooding.  It allowed her to walk through the wall into the surrounding deep waters.  

It was disconcerting to be breathing underwater, but she'd gotten used to the idea that she wasn't really alive, just a fabrication in the game software—whatever it was.  Alex made circuits around the building, looking for signs of Lily.  It wasn't until she widened her search that she found signs.  

A few hundred meters from the underwater lab, Alex spied a dome.  She had a good idea that Lily had created it.  There was a screen for making smaller buildings in the pad.  Alex assumed that she'd expanded the sides to make it work for whatever she was doing in the interior.

She dodged around a few colorful orange and blue fish that had been darting through the water—not because she might run into them, but having creatures swim through her was unnerving—and examined the dome for an ingress point.  After circling it, she decided to use her incorporeal status to press her face through the wall.  

At first, Alex didn't think that Lily had created the dome.  The chaos inside didn't seem like something that could come from the former MechLeague World Champion.  She seemed far too organized to create what looked like the property of a drugged-out hoarder.  

At least until she heard Lily scream.

There was no fear in the yell, no hint of terror—unless existentialism could be counted as such.  It started as a growl, a teeth-clenched gut-shaking buildup that eventually crescendoed to a full-throated volley of noise lasting until Lily's voice gave out.

It wasn't fear, no.  It was the kind of frustration Alex knew well, the kind that had etched into her bones like acid when she found out her dad had died, or her mother had cancer.  

Alex couldn't see Lily.  There was a mound of books blocking her vision, but she could hear the sobbing, and pushed through the wall into the dome.  

She hesitated before she stepped into view, unknowing if there was any opportunity to console the distraught girl. 

Her classmate sat on a stool with her head in her hands, bent over and heaving with tears, surrounded by various piles of objects summoned from the data pad.  Nothing about the scene made sense to Alex, but she knew from experience that the kind of pain Lily was clearly experiencing knew no logic, that it could be as capricious as a tiger in a butcher shop.

When Lily's arched back stopped shuddering, Alex softly said, "Are you okay?"

Lily didn't snap up as she expected, but froze as if she were a mouse in the high grass when a hawk flew over.  Slowly, as if she were expecting to find not Alex but a murderous clown, Lily sat up.

Her puffy eyes were ringed with black and red.  She looked like she'd been awake for days.  

"What do you want?" asked Lily, lacking the energy for her normal venom.

"I finished the contest, so I came to find you.  Is something wrong?" she asked.

Lily's mouth opened and closed as if she wanted to spit a barb, but couldn't muster enough brain power to produce one, then eventually she shook her head.  

"Nothing you can help me with," said Lily, her gaze haunted with memories.

"You might be surprised," said Alex.  "I know you think I'm an exploiter, but that's not what I do.  I figure things out."

"You can't figure this out," said Lily, arms hanging between her legs.  She glanced up at Alex.  "And you are an exploiter.  I've seen your streams."

This shouldn't have been news to Alex.  Lily had called her an exploiter from day one, but she'd never thought that she'd actually watched her play.  She hadn't known she had someone as famous as Lily Brodziak watching her, and it didn't explain why she was watching.  There was such a thing as a hate-follow, but Alex didn't understand it.  

"Look," said Lily, "I don't want your help.  You've...it's just better you stay away from me.  It's probably safer anyway."

"What about Professor Marzio?" asked Alex.

Lily didn't understand the implications of her question until she glanced around her junk-filled room.  

"Oh, yeah, don't worry.  I'll have this cleaned up before he comes back.  The rat bastard is punctual if anything, so I don't have to worry about him popping in early," said Lily.

The dig on the professor surprised Alex, but Lily seemed generally unhappy.  Or maybe they'd had an unpleasant encounter last year she wasn't aware of.

Alex moved to leave, but turned around before she slipped through the dome wall.  "Whatever happened, I really hope you can figure it out.  And if you ever change your mind, I'll try to do what I can to help you."

Lily made no indication that she heard Alex.  She stared into her hands as if they contained unpleasant answers.  

Alex made her way back to the underwater building.  She spent the next few hours experimenting with the design pad to see if she could learn something about the nature of the virtual world, but she'd pretty much plumbed the depths of its usage in making the Second Year Contest.

A few minutes before Professor Marzio showed up, Lily returned.  He said nothing when he appeared, giving them a once-over before returning them back to the Spire so they could return to Gamemakers Hall and then Gamemakers Online.  

 


Chapter Twelve

 

The green-brown waving grasses of the Warsong Plains embraced her upon her return, gently swaying in the breeze as the sun warmed her back.  She sighed with the relaxation of returning to a place that was beginning to feel like a kind of home.  

Until she realized that she'd logged out in Bravebear Clan camp, but was currently in an unknown location.

Alex squinted as she made a slow turn, trying to identify her current whereabouts.  It wasn't until she made it halfway around and saw the tall forest across the chasm that she knew where she was located.

When Alex opened her character sheet, she knew what had happened, though not why.

 

Character: Alexandria Duke

Clan: None

Level: 21

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 7

Cunning: 40

Agility: 2

Endurance: 7

Charisma: 1

Class: Arcane Mastermind

Subclass: Undecided

Health: 355/355

Faez: 281/281

Armor Class: 9

Fatigue: 0%

XP: 2,520,000 / 2,750,000

CP: 56

 

She should have been all about the level, but the lack of clan left her empty.

"Bastard kicked me out," said Alex, punching her fist into an open hand.  

But first things first, she had ability points to assign.  She really wanted to throw some into Agility to help with the whip, but she knew that wasn't going to help.  She was winning because of her tactics, and those were best served with the Cunning stat.  Alex threw all three points into her main stat and hurried off towards the camp, angrily ripping at the grasses with her fists as she marched.

When she reached Bravebear, she found Andreque at the outskirts leaning on a spear and staring off into the distance.  When she saw Alex racing forward, she leveled her weapon.

"Only Bravebears here," said Andreque.

"Really?  More like scare bears," said Alex.

"You shouldn't have left the clan without fighting.  More than three fights missed is grounds for removal," said Andreque as she looked down at Alex.

"Is that a new rule?" asked Alex.

Andreque deflated slightly.  "Yes."

"I was beating two higher-ranked warriors at a time because he was trying to stop me, and now when I'm gone for three days he makes a rule about that.  Does that sound fair to you?" asked Alex.

"But it's a rule," said Andreque, holding the spear steady.

"The rules only count when they're in Tormane's favor.  You and I both know he's afraid to lose, and that's why he kicked me out," said Alex.

Andreque squeezed her lips together while her forehead bunched with indecision.  

"Bravebear is the laughing stock of the clans.  He'd rather hide in his longhouse and hear your fawning praise than have a real fight," said Alex, heat radiating off her face.  Sweat broke across her forehead in beads, which she wiped away with her forearm.

She tried to dart past the tip of the spear, but Andreque blocked her.  Alex knew she could take the veteran warrior, but she wasn’t ready to start a fight.  Doing so would probably get her barred from ever rejoining. 

"Go find another clan," said Andreque.  "Tormane will never accept you again."

 

Quest Offered: Join a new clan (+2,000 XP) [Y/N]

 

Alex quickly swiped away the text.  "No way."

When she did, a second pop-up formed.

 

Quest Offered: Find a way to rejo*in Bravebear (+1,000 XP) [Y/N]

 

She was annoyed that it was worth less experience than finding a new clan, but that didn't dissuade her from her task.

"You're damn right," she said, marching away as if she were leaving, but as she got out of sight, she circled around the hill to come up in a different part of the camp.  

But when she crested the hill, she found Andreque waiting for her.  

"Go away, Alex," said Andreque.  "Tormane doesn't want you here."

"What about you?" she asked.  "Do you really want a battleleader afraid of a fight, or that can't win a clan battle?"

Andreque glanced to the side.  She blew a fierce breath out of her nostrils, flaring them in the process.  Alex could see that the tall warrior wasn't a fan of Tormane, but sometimes people couldn't see past the hierarchy, especially one that gave them benefits, so they went along with the broken system.

"You don't have to do anything but set aside your spear," said Alex.  "I'll go to the longhouse, and if I can't get him to accept me, you'll never see me again.  It's not on you, it's on him."

Andreque slammed the butt of her spear into the dirt and nodded towards the longhouse abruptly as if she might change her mind at any moment.

"Thanks, Andreque!" said Alex, hurrying past the guard towards the longhouse.

Dodging around the tents, Alex ran into Blaze, who was carrying two buckets of water in each hand.  His robes were drenched with sweat and smudged with dirt.  He looked like he'd lost a wrestling match with a pig.

"Alex!" said Blaze, coming alive as he realized who he was staring at.

"What are you doing?" she asked, motioning towards the buckets.

"Tormane took our ranks, made us servants for the veterans," said Blaze.

"What?  That pus bucket," said Alex, a rage boiling inside of her.  "Where are the others?"

Blaze's chin dropped to his chest.  "You don't want to know."

Alex grabbed his robes.  "Tell me."

"But there's nothing you can do!  You've been kicked out," said Blaze.  "What happened to you, Alex?  Nayiri said you disappeared right before her eyes.  She was really freaked out afterwards."

The heat in Alex dissipated at the thought of Nayiri's distress.  Clearly they didn't understand that she wasn't from this world.  She'd assumed the NPCs, if that's what they were, would understand her absence.

"I'm sorry," said Alex.  "I had to leave for a few days.  I have responsibilities that can't be avoided."

Blaze screwed up his face.  "Are you some kind of sorcerer that you can just up and disappear?"

"It's more complicated," said Alex.  "I'm sorry.  Maybe I can explain later, but for now I need to get back into the clan so I can challenge Tormane for battleleader."

"He's not going to let you," said Blaze.

"I'll give him no choice," said Alex.

"Good luck," said Blaze, though his gaze was filled with doubt.  Before she left, he put a hand on her arm.  His gaze was haunted with remembered pain.  "Remember, if you don't get back into the clan, Tormane's going to take it out on us."

"I understand," she said.

"I don't think you do," he said in a way that gave her chills. 

He trudged off with his buckets between the tents.  Alex went directly to the longhouse.  She paused before the hide covering at the entrance, thinking about her friends.  If she failed, they'd pay the price, while she could move on to a different clan.  Would it be fair of her to leave now without putting them in more danger?  On the other hand, they were already being punished for her excellence.  

But feelings she had for Nayiri rose up, making her dizzy with longing.  

"If she's just an NPC, why do I feel so strongly about her?" said Alex.

She pushed through the rough hide, momentarily disoriented by the heavy covering until she arrived in the smoky longhouse.  The elites of Bravebear clan lounged around the firepit, drinking from mugs, laughing with each other.  The stench of stale ale and body odor made her nose wrinkle.  

Through the dim light, Alex spied Tormane, seated on his throne.  No one was paying attention to the massive warrior at the moment, and he looked miserable, his mouth caught in a scowl.  The weight of leadership was crushing him, which sparked a kernel of pity in her heart.  

Until she saw Nayiri.

The diminutive girl hung in a cage behind the throne.  Alex hadn't noticed her at first because Nayiri was covered in ash and curled into a ball on her side.  Rage rose in Alex's belly.

"You can't be here," said an elite warrior, grabbing her arm.  

"It's my right to challenge the battleleader," she said.

"Only for clan members," he replied, looking down at her with a sneer.

He started to drag her outside, and Alex knew that once she'd been pushed out, she'd never get another chance, so she struggled against him.

"Tormane the Tower!  Are you afraid to fight me?" 

All eyes in the longhouse turned towards her, but the warrior who had her arm wasn’t relenting as she'd hoped.  Alex shocked him with Cloud Taunt, which caught her in the blowback, but made him release her arm.

Before he or anyone else could grab her again, Alex ran across the firepit, the hot coals burning her feet through her thin soles.  A couple of hands reached out for her, but she knocked them away, leaping the last section to land before Tormane's throne.

"I challenge you for the leadership of Bravebear," said Alex as a pair of warriors grabbed her arms.  

Tormane glowered at her from his high position.

Alex kept speaking.  "Are you afraid to fight me?  Afraid you'll lose?" 

Tormane stared back, unblinking.  She could see no amount of goading would convince him to change his mind.  He owned his cowardice.  

But he was only the battleleader because of his clan.  As the two warriors pulled at her arms, dragging her slowly back across the room, she addressed them.

"Is this what you want?  To be the laughingstock of the other clans?  Why do you think he never trains you?  He doesn't want you to challenge him.  He's afraid," she said.

Few of the warriors would meet her gaze.  They stared into their mugs or looked away.  Alex wondered if the clan was a lost cause.  

"All I'm asking is a chance in the battle circle with Tormane," she said.  "If he's the better warrior, then I'll leave this clan forever and find another.  Wouldn't that be the best for the clan?  Or are the Bravebears afraid of a good fight?"

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Nayiri at the bars of the cage.  If she couldn't convince Tormane to fight her, it would only get worse for Nayiri.

The warriors had Alex halfway out of the longhouse.  She thought she'd lost until she heard a voice near the front.

"Let her fight, Tormane."

It was Sophia Lionheart, the beautiful dark-skinned warrior with twin hammers on her back.  

"Why?" he replied.  "She's not of the clan."

"Only because you forced her out," said Sophia.  "Once we were a proud clan who won many clan wars, but now we're a shadow of our former selves.  Let her fight.  If she's not good enough, then we'll keep your leadership."

There were nods from the other warriors, not all, but a majority.  Tormane looked around the room, gauging his support.  

"Is this what you want?  An outsider coming into our clan and taking over?"  He slammed his fist on the throne.  "Are you not happy with your lives?  She'll change our ways, make you do things differently.  You'll see.  She's not about us, she's about herself.  She probably wants to be the Champion of Warsong.  She's just using you to get what she wants, while I'm here to protect you, to keep you safe from a world gone mad."

Sophia looked back to Alex, lips flat.  "Is it your intention to vie for Champion of Warsong?"

Alex saw no reason to lie.  If this went against her, then maybe this clan wasn't for her.

"It is.  If you will let me, I will fight for the honor of Clan Bravebear," she said with her chin held high.  

"The matter is settled then," said Sophia, who extended her arm in Alex's direction.  "You must let her fight."

Alex wasn't sure what was going to happen next.  But Sophia's position within the clan seemed to be well regarded, because even the earlier doubters nodded their heads in agreement.  Tormane glanced around the room, a frown hitched to his lips, before responding.

"Fine," he said.  "We'll fight tonight in the battle circle."

A clan membership pop-up appeared, and she quickly accepted it.

 

Quest Completed: Rejoined Clan Bravebear 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

Quest Offered: Defeat Tormane the Tower for control of Clan Bravebear (Reward: Battleleader) 

 

Once she was back in the clan, the two warriors released her.  Alex marched back to Tormane.  

"Let Nayiri down," said Alex.

"No," said Tormane, sneering.  "If you want her down, then you'll have to win my spot.  My clan, my rules."

Alex flexed her fists.  She wanted Nayiri freed, but she had no leverage until she was the battleleader.  Alex looked up at the ashen-faced Nayiri, who gave her a nod.  

"See you in the circle."

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Alex found the other formerly unranked at their tents.  They stood up when she approached.  

"She's back. I didn't believe you," said Mancalf, nodding to Blaze, who was still covered in a dirty robe.  

"Convenient of you to show up after everything's gone to the Abyss," said Sorrow.

"Sorry," said Alex.  "I had to leave.  I just didn't expect this to happen.  It's all my fault."

Mancalf punched Sorrow in the shoulder.  "It's not her fault.  It's Tormane's fault.  He's the one that kicked her out and took away our rank."

Sorrow rolled his eyes.  "What rank?"

Alex opened her mouth to console him, when they all looked past her.  She turned around to see who had come up from behind.

Sophia Lionheart stepped into view, glancing around at the ratty tents with her forehead hunched.

"I'm surprised you could find this place, Princess Bone-breaker," said Sorrow, crossing his arms.   

"You guys live like this?" she asked, a little aghast.

Sorrow crouched down, scooped up a hunk of mud, and rubbed it on his jaw.  "Mud is a wonderful moisturizer.  You don't know what you're missing."  He fluttered his eyelids.  "Then again, who am I to suggest that?  You look like a team of servants scrubbed your ebony skin to a shine."

Sophia's eyes widened.  "Is he always like this?"

"You get used to it," said Alex.  "Thanks for vouching for me back there."

Sophia's nostrils flared.  "We're not the clan we once were."

"I aim to change that," said Alex.

"I know."

Alex tilted her head.  "I assume you're not here to give strategic advice?  Though I'll take any if you've got it."

"No," said Sophia, who didn't look like she was excited about what she had to say next.  "Tormane sent me with an offer."

Alex's gut twisted.  She knew she wasn't going to like what he had to say.

"He says he'll let you and your friends, Nayiri included, leave Bravebear to join your own clan," said Sophia.

"And?"

"That's it," said Sophia.  "Basically, if you don't fight him, he'll let everyone go."

"But if I do, and fail, then he's going to make it worse on them," said Alex.

Sophia nodded grimly.

Alex put her hands to her temples.  She could start over in a new clan, or potentially start her own—though she didn't know how—and save her friends from Tormane's grip.  But if she failed in the battle circle, he would torment them.  

The safer thing was to leave the clan and start over, but she didn't have that kind of time.  She assumed that having a clan helped earn conquest points faster.  If she was going to join the Tournament of Champions in Warsong Arena, she needed to be a battleleader right now.  

But the consequences of her failure would fall on her friends.  NPCs or not, she felt for them.  Liked them.  Especially Nayiri.

"What do you want me to do?" she asked them.  

"Misery is like a fine wine, it gets better with age," said Sorrow, picking at the mud on his chin.   

Mancalf punched a fist into an open palm.  "Defeat him."

The fire mage looked like he'd eaten a bad batch of clams.  

"Blaze?"

He swallowed.  "My head says you'll win, but my gut is afraid you'll lose."

"What's your answer?" she asked.

With his eyes closed, he said, "Whip his ass."

She turned to Sophia.  "What do you think?"

The beautiful warrior arched an eyebrow before letting a smile spread across her lips.  "You would make an excellent battleleader.  But I understand your reluctance because of your friends.  While Tormane's a cowardly leader, he's a brute in the battle circle.  He's never been defeated in one-on-one combat."

"Then why hasn't he ever competed to become the Champion of Warsong?" she asked.

"Becoming champion takes more than skill in individual combat.  The clan battles are an important aspect of the challenge," said Sophia.

Alex nodded with thought.  "Thank you, Sophia."

If she couldn't beat Tormane, then how would she ever take her own clan?  And she didn't have time to start over.  Her life depended on it.  If she wasn't a member of the Hundred Halls, then Golden Willow wouldn't be able to treat her tumor.  

But she hated the idea that her friends would be injured if she failed.

Alex squeezed her eyes shut.  If she chose to compete, it felt selfish.  Was it fair of her to put her friends' well-being on the line?  It would help if she could talk to Nayiri, but she was stuck in the cage.  

Thoughts of the ash-covered Nayiri staring through the bars of the cage gave Alex an answer.

"I'm going to fight him."

Sophia seemed pleased by her answer.  "I'll let him know."  She looked ready to leave, but paused, looking Alex straight in the eyes.  "I wouldn't try to attack his weapon like you have in other fights.  He's too strong for that.  You won't budge him.  Tripping won't work either.  You're going to have to find another way."

"Thanks, Sophia."

After she left, the others crowded around her.  

"How are you going to beat him?" asked Blaze.

"I don't know yet," said Alex.  "But I've got time to figure that out, right?"

The hours drained away faster than she expected.  Before she knew it, the first horn called the clan to the circle.  Alex had never been so nervous before a fight.  

Her friends followed behind her on the way up the hill to the place that the clan was gathered.  When she reached the crowd, they parted for her.  She received lots of respectful nods, which was considerably different than the treatment she'd gotten before.  

If anything, she knew the clan was on her side, but that would mean nothing if she didn't win.  

Alex sucked in a breath when she saw the cage.  Tormane had set it on crates next to the circle so it would be a reminder of the consequences should she fail.  

Nayiri stuck her hand through the bars and gave a thumbs-up.  The gesture warmed her heart.  

As Alex looked around the circle she saw nothing but support.  Only Tormane the Tower, who glowered from the opposite side, was set apart.  It was clear to her that they didn't agree with how he'd been running the clan, but no one had been able to challenge him due to his fighting superiority.  

She hoped to change that.

Sophia stepped into the middle of the battle circle.  "Tonight there will be no other fights.  Alexandria Duke has come to challenge Tormane the Tower for leadership of the clan.  Warriors, step into the circle."

They met in the middle as if it were a prize fight and Sophia was the ring announcer.  Tormane stared her down as if he planned to smash her into pulp.  Alex gripped her whip handle to keep her hand from shaking.  

Sophia nodded to each of them before leaving.  Quicker than Alex would have liked, the second horn sounded, announcing the beginning of the fight.  

Tormane lifted the two-handed sword from his back, holding it in his massive hands.  One hit would cut her in half.  

As she twirled the whip next to her leg, she knew she had to avoid his weapon at all costs, but it was almost as long as her whip, which meant she'd be hard-pressed to hit him without putting herself in danger.

"Begin!"

Tormane leaned forward as if he were going to charge, so Alex hit him with a Cloud Taunt.

 

Tormane the Tower resisted Cloud Taunt!

 

Her stomach dropped a foot.  Magical resistance was a major problem.  She gripped her whip, expecting a forward attack, but Tormane lifted his massive two-handed sword into the air.  When he brought it down, it hit the soil like a thunderclap, and a burning line of flame streaked towards her.  

 

You have been hit by Sword Blast for 83 damage!

 

Alex had rolled out of the way, but too late to avoid taking damage.  Crouched on her knees, she wiped her hair from her face.  

"What the hell?" she muttered to herself.  "I didn't think anyone had abilities."

She quickly analyzed him, sucking in a breath at the new information.

 

Tormane the Tower, Bravebear Clan: Battleleader, Level 26

Ability: Sword Blast

Ability: Steelskin

Ability: Midnight Aura

 

She knew she'd analyzed everyone before their fights, including Tormane, but no one had come up with anything more than level and clan rank.  

Unless, she realized, the analyze skill didn't work on extra information until you stepped into the battle circle.  Alex cursed herself for not double-checking on previous fights.

Her contemplation was shattered when Tormane leapt forward, his blade slicing through the air, right over her ducking head.  Alex rolled left, then after coming up into a crouch, sprinted to the far side of the circle.  Tormane pursued, bringing his weapon after her faster than a man that big should be able.

The next half minute of the fight was not her finest moment.  Alex barely stayed ahead of Tormane, who relished her flight with booming laughter.  She sensed he could kill her at any moment he chose but was making a show of it to remind the rest of the clan that he was unbeatable.

When he paused on the far side of the circle, Alex shot him with a Cloud Taunt again, which was resisted by his Midnight Aura ability.  

If she couldn't put a DoT on him, there was no way she could kite him, not that she expected to avoid him in the small space for that long.  

Tormane brought his sword overhead again.  Knowing what was coming helped her dodge out of the way of the Sword Blast, but she slammed her shoulder into the ground on her roll, making her regret not putting a few points into Agility.  

Alex rubbed her shoulder as Tormane strolled forward, giving her time to run through the mental options.

I can't run and I can't hide.  He can hit me from short range and from long too, she thought.  There has to be a weakness.  

Alex glanced to Nayiri's cage.  She had her dirty face pressed against the bars, looking appropriately worried.

"I'm worried too," said Alex.

She flicked her whip at Tormane, but the brutish warrior shrugged off her attack.  It'd dealt a few points of damage, but not even enough to move the hit point bar.  

"I'm going to beat you, then kick you out of the clan," said Tormane.  "And after you're gone, we're going to use your friends as weapons practice.  Or maybe I'll hang them over the firepit.  There will be no end to their suffering since no one truly dies in Warsong."

While Tormane lectured her on what he was going to do after he won, Alex scoured her mind for ideas.  She visualized what it would look like if she were watching the battle circle from Nayiri's cage, hoping to formulate a tactical advantage.  

She imagined Tormane's abilities like heat maps surrounding him.  Nothing could withstand him from the front or sides, his weapon had too much range and power.  And no spot in the circle was safe from his Sword Blast ability.  He was the perfect gladiator.  His reach covered the entire battle circle.

Except for one small area.

The spot right behind him was vulnerable.  He wouldn't be able to attack her with his sword or use his Sword Blast ability to get her. 

The only problem was how to get there, but once she did she knew it would give her a chance to beat him.

Alex fired a Dewdrop Orb at his face, and it splattered across his mouth like a water balloon, bringing laughter.

"Is that all you have, little warrior?" he asked as he moved forward, cutting off her escape.  "Throwing a mug of water at me?  I've had bigger challenges putting on my pants in the morning."

Alex feinted a whip attack before firing a second Dewdrop Orb, but he knocked it out of the air with his sword hilt.  

Tormane lifted his weapon, lining her up for a one-hit kill.

Alex twirled her whip in the air, pumping faez into the spell.

Prismatic sparkles surrounded the tip as if it were a fireworks display, mesmerizing Tormane momentarily.

Before it could wear off, Alex dove forward, rolled under his bulky frame, and came up behind him.  She wrapped her whip around his neck and hung from his back before he came out of the spell.

Tormane went berserk, spinning around trying to get after her, but she rode the spins like a bull rider.  She wasn't strangling him, she didn't have the leverage for that, but he couldn't attack her either.  

When he slowed to contemplate his next move, Alex pulled herself further up his back, hitched another loop around his head, then dropped to hang her weight around his neck.  At this second effort, spittle formed on his lips and his face bloomed crimson.

The reversal ended when Tormane grunted, and his skin turned to steel, starting with his feet and ascending up his massive body until he was armored from head to toe.  This stopped the strangulation, but he still couldn't reach her.

For a few breaths, Alex was vaguely aware that the clan had been cheering and shouting the whole time.  Arms gesturing, feet stomping—this fight was for the soul of the clan.

But they could have been fighting in an empty field for all she cared.  Once the battle had begun, the world had faded away.

Alex refocused her attention on Tormane, not wanting a moment of reflection to cost her the match.

Tormane tried using his sword to hit her, but the size of the blade made it impossible for him to maneuver it around his back.  The tip kept hitting the ground before he could get it near her.

Then he dropped his blade to reach back with both hands.

Alex had been waiting for this moment.

She let go at the same time, the whip uncoiling around his neck like a shy snake.  She hit the ground, then lunged forward, grabbing the hilt and shoving it away from Tormane.  

His steel skin slowed his reaction. 

By the time his arms came back around, Alex had tipped his weapon outside the circle.  

Without a weapon and covered in steel, Tormane moved ponderously after her like a metal Frankenstein.  

Alex blasted him with Cloud Taunt, which hit without his Midnight Aura.  It appeared he couldn’t use it while his steel skin was active.

As the electricity crackled across his metal body, Alex led him around the circle.  No weapon meant he couldn't sword blast.  His only hope was to catch her with his bare hands.  

But she was smaller and quicker.  

When he was down to a quarter health, he was finally able to drop his steel skin.  

Alex reapplied the Cloud Taunt and hit him with multiple whip attacks before he could put up his magical resistance, but he closed the distance in two long strides.  Tormane grabbed her by the midsection, lifted her into the air, and walked to the edge of the circle preparing to throw her out, which would earn him victory.  

As he launched her over his head, Alex flicked the whip and the end coiled around his neck.  She used the leverage to swing back into the circle, letting go at the last second and rolling to her feet.

The shift in momentum left Tormane off balance, so Alex hit him with Wind Gust, catching his wide body with the brunt of the flow.  He teetered at the edge like a cut tree about to fall.  Alex cracked him with the whip, catching him in the neck.

 

Critical hit!  You deal Tormane the Tower 90 damage!

You have defeated Tormane the Tower! 

You have gained experience: 2,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 25 CP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

You have gained a skill point: +1 One-handed Whip

You have gained a skill point: +1 Whip Tricks

Special Achievement Reached: You have defeated a clan battleleader!

You have reached level 22!

You are now Battleleader of Clan Bravebear!

You have gained conquest points: 200 CP

 

When Tormane hit the dirt, both defeated and knocked out of the circle, the clan erupted in cheers.  They flooded into the center, surrounding her in victory.  

Many hands patted her on the back.  She'd never been a part of a sports team, and most of her achievements in game had been solo, so the immediate feedback was overwhelming.  

Her whole body tingled with aliveness.  

She felt like she was having an out-of-body experience as they lifted her on their shoulders and marched her around the battle circle.  

The next few hours were a blur to Alex.  

At some point, she remembered announcing a celebration.  Ale and wine flowed in rivers past their lips.  

The rest passed in a haze until Nayiri found her at the back of the longhouse.  After a knee-melting kiss, Nayiri led her into the battleleader's hut, where they fell into the furs.

"Thank you for saving me," whispered Nayiri, her breath tickling Alex's ear.  

"That was a first for me," said Alex, fingers buried in her hair, drunk on Nayiri's presence.  "Just like this is."

A thought passed across Nayiri's eyes like a stray cloud, but the sunshine returned quickly enough.

"This is your first?" asked Nayiri with a mix of concern and excitement.

Blushing, Alex said, "I've always known I liked girls, but I grew up in a small town.  Not a lot of dating options to learn about yourself."

"Oh," said Nayiri, anxiousness in her gaze.  "I'm honored to be your first." 

She pushed Alex into the furs and with a grin hooked to the corner of her lips, wriggled out of her leathers.  

"Firsts are my favorite," said Alex as she pulled Nayiri on top of her.

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Alex woke the next morning expecting Nayiri to be next to her.  She'd fallen asleep with her hand on Nayiri's hip, fingers caressing the dimple beneath her smooth stomach.  She ached with the memory, wishing Nayiri was still there so she could rouse her for a morning jaunt.  

But it wasn't unusual for Nayiri to be gone in the morning.  She claimed that she was working out, practicing with her daggers or other such business, but Alex didn't think that was the truth.  

In this case, it was probably a good thing because she had much to do as battleleader, and Nayiri's naked body would only distract her.  

"Clan battleleader," she whispered to herself as she examined the interior of the hut in the hazy morning light.  

It looked like a place out of a Conan the Barbarian set with bear furs hanging on the wall.  She almost expected to find a row of skulls resting on the table.  

Alex didn’t know what seemed stranger, the fact that she now led a clan, or that she had an NPC girlfriend.  Alex had never been much for roleplay in MMOs.  She didn't have anything against it, however someone wanted to play the game was up to them, but it'd never appealed to her.

Now, lying in the battleleader's hut—her hut—after a wild night of exploration with her girlfriend, Alex started to understand the appeal.  It helped the world of Gamemakers Online was seamless with reality.  Except for the weird pop-up messages, she'd never be able to tell the difference.  

Warm with remembrances of the long night, Alex touched her lips with her fingertips.  She'd always known she liked girls as much as guys, but in a small Kentucky high school, there hadn't been many opportunities to explore that side of herself.  She just never expected her first time to be inside a game, and especially not with an NPC.

But Nayiri didn't feel like an NPC.  She felt like a flesh-and-blood human being.

A really cute one too.

Alex didn't know if she'd ever reckon with the idea that Nayiri wasn't real, but for now she was content to enjoy the illusion.  And she certainly wasn't going to figure it out when she had a clan to manage.

After dressing, Alex opened up her menus to find a listing for Clan Management.

While she was eager to explore her new opportunities, she decided to place her ability points first.  It'd been a nice surprise to earn a level for winning the clan.  She hoped there were other opportunities like that since straight-up experience grind wasn't going to be possible in the Plains of Warsong.

As much as she wanted to sink a few points into agility, she knew that cunning was the way to go.  If she could beat Tormane with low agility, then she could get by without it, and hopefully she'd be able to find some magical items that could boost those scores.

 

Character: Alexandria Duke

Clan: Bravebear

Status: Battleleader

Level: 22

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 7

Cunning: 45

Agility: 2

Endurance: 7

Charisma: 1

Class: Arcane Mastermind

Subclass: Undecided

Health: 375/375

Faez: 295/295

Armor Class: 9

Fatigue: 0%

XP: 2,520,000/2,750,000

CP: 231

 

Skills:

Analyze: 38 

One-handed Slashing: 1

Fire Spells: 2

Devious Device: 8

Sense Direction: 33

One-handed Whip: 23

Water Spells: 9

Cooking: 18 

Stealth: 8

Climbing: 3

Air Spells: 32 

Unarmed Combat: 2

 

Unique Skills:

Cunning Strategist: 10

Mastermind: 5

Leadership: 4

 

Spells:

Dewdrop Orb: 7 

Minor Creation: 8 

Transference: 24 

Cloud Taunt: 51 

Misdirection: 18 

Wind Gust: 22 

Heal Minions: 13 

Whip Tricks: 9

 

Since her Cunning Strategist skill had hit Tier Two, she'd gained a new passive ability.

 

Heat of the Battle

Passive Ability

+10 to non-main abilities during critical moments in battle

 

"Sweet," said Alex.  It made her feel better about sinking her increases into Cunning.  This would help her in those important moments when a little extra agility mattered.

She also figured that her conquest points had gone down when she'd spent them to fight Tormane, but up when she'd won, meaning they were a currency of this zone.  This suggested that she was going to have to acquire a lot of CPs, a fact which proved true when she opened the Clan Management screen.

 

Clan Bravebear

Clan Level: 1

Renown: 0/Unknown

Morale: -155/Poor

Conquest Points: 231

Gladiators: 32

Noncombatants: 31

Notable NPCs:


	Blacksmith – Umber Redhold (Level 1)


	Armorer – Nadia Alathair (Level 1)


	Wisewoman – Zelda Waterhouse (Level 1)




 

There were other screens after the main where she could drill down into information about the clan: fighters, support team, abilities, levels, etc.  Additionally, she could convert the clan into a settlement for the low price of 15,000 CPs, but that was an option well out of reach.

After a quick glance she realized why no one else had abilities and Tormane the Tower was stacked with them.  She could use Conquest Points to give herself or members of the clan powers.  He'd been assigning them to himself rather than anyone else, which had left the clan poorer.

CPs, she realized, were not just earned through individual battles.  As the head of the clan, she received a portion of the CPs from fights with other clans, which was why there weren't many points to go around.  They rarely fought, and rarely won, which meant Tormane was the only one who could afford them.  

"The rich get richer while the poor eat dirt," said Alex.

The clan level, it appeared, dictated the overall strength of the tribe.  They were currently level 1, but if she spent 150 CPs, she could level the clan, which would give them a 5% power boost to all skills and abilities and allow the NPCs and gladiators to level.

Since the clan level dictated the maximum level of everything, she realized that without it, she couldn't increase anything else.  There was no point in waiting, so Alex poured 150 CPs into leveling the clan to 2.  To get to the next clan level she'd need another 500 CPs.  

Then she checked the other screens for where she wanted to place her next points.  She could either spend them on her NPCs to make better armor, weapons, and enchantments.  Or she could use them to power up her gladiators, or herself.  

Alex was pretty sure she wasn't going to spend them on herself, even though some of the higher-level abilities looked sweet.  The path forward seemed to go through the other clans, which meant she had to get her fellow warriors leveled up.

It cost 20 CPs to level up a Gladiator, or 50 CPs for an NPC.  The higher spend for a blacksmith made sense after she thought about it.  One good NPC could make all of her warriors better.  

Looking through her friends' information was an odd experience.  

 

Blaze Frostmane - Class: Elemental Scourge

Mancalf - Class: Open-hand Warrior

Sorrow – Class: Pyrrhic Bard

Nayiri Shadowmarch – Class: ????

 

Sorrow's class name gave her a chuckle even though she didn't completely understand what it meant.  Pyrrhic meant to win at great cost to the victor.  Was that why he hadn't won a match yet?  

But even more curious was Nayiri's lack of a class.  Or it was hidden, Alex couldn't tell for sure.  Maybe it was one of those things she would discover in time.

 

Quest Offered: Discover Nayiri Shadowmarch's class (+2,000 XP) [Y/N]

 

She was surprised when she found that most of the clan—everyone minus Sophia and Tormane—had no class, or if they did, they were the generic base classes that showed up in any game.

 

Tormane the Tower – Class: Destructor

Sophia Lionheart – Class: Battlemaster

Atticus Laine – Class: Warrior

Andreque the Bold – Class: Warrior

 

The rest of the clan was listed as "None."  It appeared that she could assign them a class for 200 CPs from a list of mage, warrior, rogue, healer, ranged, or unique.  The last one, "unique," was grayed out, which suggested it could only be given under special circumstances.  

There was no way that Tormane had given the four unranked members of their clan a unique class, which meant they'd had them before they joined.  Alex didn't know what it meant, but it suggested why they seemed more alive than the others.  Maybe there were different levels of AI that ran the NPCs.  

When she highlighted Tormane, she saw there was an option to reclaim CPs by taking away his powers.  There was a 25% penalty, but if she removed all three, she'd have another 85 CPs to use elsewhere.  It appeared he couldn't even use them since they were grayed out.  Alex guessed that the position of battleleader gave additional benefits including being able to use higher-level powers than the clan level, which was why he'd never bothered to level it up.

There were other options having to do with Morale and Renown.  The former was based on how the clan was doing with its overall status and the general state of the camp, including the living conditions.  Each clan stat had more menus, but until she could affect them, there was no point exploring the details.

For Renown, it appeared the only way to gain it was to win battles.  The higher the renown, the more the other clans heard of you and came knocking on your door.  Maybe there were other benefits to a higher renown, but she couldn't tell.  Unsurprisingly, Bravebear was Unknown, which Alex planned on changing as fast as possible.  Earning 50,000 CPs was going to require a lot of fights, and she didn't want to waste her time traveling to the other clans.  

Before she assigned the rest of the CPs, Alex wanted to explore the physical camp.  Alex pushed through the hide covering at the front of the hut.

The sun was warm on her face.  She stretched, admiring the layout of the tents across the grassy hillside.  Of course, there were options for upgrading into huts and more longhouses, but that would take CPs, which for now, she couldn't afford.

Alex was about to head to the unranked tents when a dark shape descended from the heavens, landing on the back of the longhouse.  

"Good morning, Ethel Stormfeathers the Third," said Alex, giving the Great Raven an inclination of the head.

"Hey, dearie," said Ethel, adding a caw for good measure.  "Glad to see you back, wasn't sure I'd see you again."

"And miss your sparkling conversation?" asked Alex with a wink.  

"Sparkle?  Do you have something for me that sparkles?" asked Ethel while craning her head in all directions, including between her thin bird legs.

Alex scrunched up her face.  "Sorry.  A figure of speech.  And no new baubles here, it seems this place isn't big on loot."

"Them's the breaks, kid," said Ethel, hopping from one foot to the other.  "How do you like your new clan?"

"I was about to delve into its mysteries this very moment," said Alex.  "But if you have any advice, I'm all ears."

"What a strange idiom," said Ethel.  "But advice, I'm not sure how much I can give to a sharp cookie like yourself."

"Come on, Ethel," said Alex.  "Don't hold back on me.  I know you know more about this place than you're letting on."

The Great Raven stared back with her pebble black eyes.  

"I did give you that Glowing Jewel last year," said Alex.  "That has to count for something."

Ethel fanned her wings, airing out her feathers.  "I suppose.  What do you want to ask an old broad?"

"How do I battle the other clans?  Do they just show up or do I have to go to them?"

Ethel's shiny black chest quivered, which Alex interpreted as a silent chuckle.  

"The Angry Owl clan is coming your way right now," said Ethel.  "I flew over them."

"What?  Merlin's hairy balls.  How far out?" asked Alex.

"They'll arrive in a few hours," said Ethel.  "They heard that Tormane was replaced as battleleader, so they headed out right away to challenge you before the others could arrive.  They probably want to take advantage of your inexperience."

"That soon?  What happens when they get here?  Is there a formal ceremony?" asked Alex as she paced before the longhouse.  She looked up to see the members of her clan keeping a safe distance from the Great Raven.  Based on their worried glances, she could tell that the large bird was not a welcome sight.

"There are three types of clan battles.  A skirmish, which is a fight between two teams of five gladiators, typically the best of each clan.  Then there's a clan battle, which is a larger number of fights agreed upon by the two battleleaders.  Everyone can only fight once, so it becomes a game of strategy as much as tactics.  And finally, the clan tournaments.  Every now and then, the clans of a region gather together for a series of skirmishes until one team from a clan is crowned the winner.  Winning the tournament goes a long way towards making it to the Champions Competition at the Arena of the Gods."

"What is the Arena of the Gods like?" asked Alex.

The Great Raven turned its beak to the east.  "There is no stadium like it in your world or mine.  Legendary battles have been fought on its blood-soaked soil."

"Wow, feeling rather poetic, Ethel?"

The Great Raven tilted her head.  "Nah, it's part of their marketing literature."

Alex rolled her eyes, knowing Ethel was messing with her.  

"Any idea who I would fight if I made it there?" asked Alex.

"The Plains of Warsong are split into halves.  You're in the Western Plains.  The other is the Eastern Plains."

"How creative," Alex said sardonically.

"You wanted an answer, I didn't make up these names," said Ethel.

"Clearly.  Any idea on who might prove victorious from the Eastern Plains?" asked Alex, even though she knew it was foolish to look too far ahead.

"It seems likely that their Champion will come from the Chaos Hawks.  Their battleleader seems to be an unstoppable force," said Ethel.

"Thanks, Ethel.  That helps."  Alex glanced at the Great Raven sideways.  "Speaking of help, need any...?"

"Quests?  Is this how things work in your world?  You just march up to random beings and ask for quests?" asked Ethel.

"Be a hell of a lot easier if it did.  Mostly we have to make up our quest lines and pursue them without rewards while others get all the loot at the beginning of the game without actually having to play," said Alex.

"Sounds ghastly.  No wonder so many of you come here to get away," said Ethel, shaking her feathers as if she couldn't stand to consider such a thing.  "I guess I could offer you one little task, though I don't think you'll have many opportunities here to finish it."

 

Quest Offered: Bring Ethel Stormfeathers the Third her fallen enemy (+ 20,000 XP/Unknown Reward) [Y/N]

 

"I don't suppose you'll tell me who your enemy is?" asked Alex as she accepted the quest.  

"Why, that would ruin the fun," said the Great Raven, adding a squawk for good measure.

"Thanks, I'll keep my eye out."  The wind shifted, bringing the sounds of steel being hammered.  Alex smelled the forge with each breath, reminding her that she had CPs to spend.  "I should go, Ethel.  I have a clan to prepare."

"Good luck," said Ethel before leaping into the air with a great beat of her wings, flying low over the tents before soaring back into the sky.

She visited Umber Redhold first.  He looked up from the glowing blade he was hammering, soot smeared across his chin.  Sparks flew at each blow.  

"Welcome to my humble shop, Battleleader Alex," said Umber.

"Alex will do."

The blacksmith arched an eyebrow in her direction and went back to hammering.  

After a moment, she asked, "Any requests?"

"A new forge, cleaner ore, a couple of assistants," said Umber as he shoved the glowing steel into a wooden trough of water, producing a heavy hiss and ample steam.

"If I make you a level 2 NPC, what will that get me?" she asked.

"A fair amount," said Umber, squinting.  "I'll be able to make improvements to the weapons, which will deal more damage and hit more often."

"Right away?  Or does it take time?" she asked.

"It takes time, so the sooner the better," he said.

"Do you have all the materials you need?" she asked.

"Not exactly," he said, nodding towards a row of empty barrels along the back of the shop.  "I had to replace all my daggers last week."

 

Quest Offered: Find a source of blacksmithing raw materials for Umber Redhold (+2,000 XP)

 

"Sorry," she said.

He winked.  "Don't be sorry.  I'll never complain about more weapons to make, though I prefer to work on gear that challenges me."

"I see," she said with a sigh.  She was hoping for an immediate improvement.  If she leveled him up, she wouldn't reap the benefits until after the clan battle.  Plus, every time she leveled up, he'd have to make new weapons, which would require more raw materials.

Alex bypassed Nadia since her answers would be the same.  She could come back later and acquire the necessary quests.  Instead, she went to Zelda Waterhouse, the clan's wisewoman.  She lived in a hut with a deer hide covering the door.  

"Hail Zelda," said Alex from outside.  "May I speak with you?"

A voice that sounded like silk soaked in whiskey answered from beyond the curtain.

"Come in, Alexandria Duke."

While she shouldn't have been surprised that the wisewoman knew her name, the knowing way that she answered put a touch of hesitation into her step.  

The inside of the hut was as dark as starless midnight.  

"I must apologize for the view, or lack thereof," said the wisewoman's voice from somewhere across the darkened hut.  "There should be a lantern on the wall."

It took Alex a moment to feel along the frame to find the lantern and then light it, but by the time it bloomed into existence, her eyes had adjusted and the flash of brightness made her put her hand in front of the glare.

"I feel your success," said Zelda, a comment that seemed odd until Alex laid her eyes upon the wisewoman.  

Alex sucked in her gut at the sight of Zelda's sewn eyes.  Thick, jagged black stitches crisscrossed the bottom of her lids, connecting them to the lower part.  Alex found it difficult to see past the sutures, but when she took a second look, she was a little startled at the picture before her.

Zelda Waterhouse was as beautiful as a winter storm, pale and fierce as a blizzard.  She sat on a chair made of thorns, wrapped in a crimson shawl.  

Alex sensed the power within the wisewoman, who was far younger than her title suggested.

"Are you alright?" asked Alex, hand reflexively reaching out before she placed it behind her.

"You wonder about my eyes," said Zelda.

"Worry, not wonder," replied Alex.

"Fear not, Tormane did not do this to me," said Zelda.

Alex bit her lower lip.  "Then who did?"

"Me," said Zelda.  "I was born without eyes.  While this mask I present can be quite fearsome, it's nothing compared to the empty holes in my head."

"I see," said Alex, then immediately shook her head.  "Sorry."

"If you can't get past this," said Zelda, motioning to her eyes, "then I'm not going to be able to help you."

"Right.  I'll do better."

Zelda's feral smile gave Alex pause.  "Good.  How may I help you, Battleleader Alex?"

"That's a good question.  What do you do for the clan?" she asked.

"Enchantments, potions, magics.  I deal in the arcane," said Zelda.

"Can you teach me spells?" asked Alex.

"At the appropriate levels," said Zelda with a tilt of her head, "and with the appropriate reagents and power items."

"Which you probably don't have," said Alex.

Zelda's face twitched above her cheekbones. It looked like it was supposed to be a wink.  

 

Quest Offered: Find 8 different herbs for Zelda (+1,000 XP)

 

"We can start with that, but of course, if you find other strange items, bring them to me," said Zelda.

"Oh," said Alex, reaching into her Handysack. "Speaking of strange items.  I have something for you to feel for me."

Alex handed her the mysterious box.  Zelda rotated it in her smooth hands, taking extra time to scratch along the edges with her fingernails and even placing it against her cheek as if she were testing its warmth.

After she was finished, Zelda handed it back and placed her hands in her lap.

"Well?" asked Alex.

"I have a few ideas, but I don't have the spells to investigate it yet," said Zelda.  

 

Quest Completed: Ask the wisewoman about the mysterious cube

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

 

Quest Chain III: Help Zelda Waterhouse reach level 5 (+5,000 XP) 

 

The plethora of quests was a nice change from the Warped Forest, but Alex was feeling a little anxious with so many in progress.  It seemed this one was going to take a little time, given the clan would have to reach 5 before any NPCs could.

"Thank you, Zelda.  I'll keep an eye out for the herbs," said Alex before returning to the camp to figure out where she wanted to spend her remaining CPs.  Her preference would be to create a few healers from her pool of gladiators, but it cost 250 CPs for each one.  

There was no point in leveling up the crafts since they didn't have the materials, and she preferred not to make every level of weapons and armor.  Better to skip multiple levels of gear to maximize her crafters' time and materials.  But it meant she needed to find a line on more ore and raw leather if she wanted that plan to come to fruition.

In the end, Alex decided that the best way to increase her chances of winning the clan battles with Angry Owl was to increase the level of her warriors.  It cost 20 CPs for a base class and 35 CPs for a named class to level to 2.  She had 166 CPs to work with after removing Tormane's abilities, which she hated doing, but since they weren't usable until much later, there was no point in him having them.  

So Alex settled on leveling up Blaze Frostmane, Sophia Lionheart, Mancalf, and Nayiri Shadowmarch to level 2.  With the remaining points, she leveled up Andreque the Bold as well.  It wasn't much but it was all she could do for now.

Alex was about to go in search of her friends to see how the increased level had improved them when three long horn blows echoed from the plains.  A moment later, the horn from her clan answered with three short blows.  

"The Angry Owls are here."


Chapter Fifteen

 

The banner for the incoming clan presented an owl sitting on a tower.  It was the first thing Alex saw as the rival clan crested the nearby hill.  

She ran her fingers through her hair, tugging on the backside as she considered how to approach the coming clan battle.  There was so much she didn't know.  Alex headed to the longhouse to find an elite clan member that might know what to expect.

When she burst through the hide covering, she found Tormane huddled together with a trio of elites.  As soon as they noticed her, the group broke up, Tormane marching past her wearing a scowl.  The others wouldn't meet her gaze, but she noted their names in case they caused trouble later.

Alex found Sophia Lionheart seated next to the firepit, rewrapping the leather around the handles of her warhammers.  She glanced up, the corner of her lips twitching into a smile momentarily.

"Battleleader Alex," said Sophia, inclining her head.

"Just Alex will do," she said, then glanced behind her.  "Should I be worried about Tormane?"

"He's a great warrior," said Sophia, but the flatness in her gaze suggested it came with risk.  

Alex noted that other members of her clan were within listening distance.  

"We'll need him against the Angry Owls," said Alex eventually.

"This is true," said Sophia.

Alex sighed.  "Speaking of, I'm ignorant of how this whole clan battle is going to go down.  Can I enlist you as my advisor?"

"I'd be honored, but my experience with a successful clan battle is limited.  Tormane kept his own counsel," said Sophia.

"And the clan suffered for it," said Alex.

Her next question was squelched when Nayiri slipped through the hide covering.  

"Are we really going to get to fight the Angry Owls?" asked Nayiri eagerly.  She looked ready to bounce out of her boots.  

Alex only nodded because she was too busy admiring the angle of Nayiri's neck to talk, at least until Sophia cleared her throat.  

"Sorry, yes," said Alex, heat rising to her cheeks when Sophia raised an eyebrow in her direction.  

At that moment, a group of men and women warriors that Alex didn't recognize entered the longhouse.  The man in front had a hawkish nose and a scar that ran the length of his jaw.  He came straight over, bowed before Sophia, and handed her an ornate dagger with a crimson ribbon tied around the handle.

"I am Rinvet Oldhome, Battleleader of the Angry Owls.  I hereby challenge the Bravebears to a clan battle," he said.

Sophia sheepishly accepted the dagger, a hint of rose rising to her dark cheeks.  

Rinvet seemed to sense Sophia's discomfort, paired with her lack of response, and looked around to determine the reason.  That he had come straight for Sophia told Alex a lot about her rival clan leader's expectations.  She hoped to use that against him in the battle circle.

Alex picked the ceremonial dagger from Sophia's hands.  "I am Alexandria Duke, Battleleader of the Bravebear clan.  I accept your challenge."

His mouth formed into a little "o" before he reoriented himself towards her.  Alex guessed that he'd thought Sophia had surpassed Tormane as battleleader due to her skill.  

"The clan that bleeds together," said Rinvet, then looked to Alex expectantly.

After a long pause, Sophia responded, "Bleeds as one."

Rinvet's face wrinkled, so Alex responded, "Bleeds as one."

"As hosting clan, what say you on the rules?" said Rinvet.

"Uhm, regular rules," said Alex after a long pause.

Rinvet blinked a couple of times before nodding curiously.  

Alex gave Sophia a prompting glance.

"Oh yes," said Sophia, "the Bravebear clan wishes to fight five on five, victory to the clan with the most wins."

"We can field nine teams," said Rinvet.

Alex quickly did the math.  "We can field six."

Right after she answered, Sophia wrinkled her nose, suggesting that she'd erred, but there was no time to correct.

"Very well, six matches," said Rinvet with a self-satisfied smile as he inclined his head.  "I accept your terms."

 

Quest Offered: Win the clan battle with Angry Owls (+2,000 XP / 500 CPs)

 

The experience gain wasn't much, barely enough to put a dent in the monthly logouts to take her medicine, but the conquest points were a nice amount.  

"Agreed," said Alex.  "When shall we start?  Tonight?"

Rinvet cleared his throat.  "It's customary to give the visiting clan a day to set up camp.  Is tomorrow acceptable?"

Alex needed to fight a lot of clan battles to reach the Champions Competition, so she would have preferred a sooner fight, but it appeared that wasn't in the cards.

"It is."

As Rinvet left the longhouse, she analyzed him.  

 

Rinvet Oldhome, Battleleader of Angry Owl Clan, Level 26

Angry Owl Clan: Level 2

 

They were equal level clans at least, but she didn't learn much more than that.  

After Rinvet and his entourage left, Alex turned to Sophia.

"What was my mistake?  You made a face when I said six teams," said Alex.

"You only have thirty-two warriors in the clan.  If there is a tie, then a seventh match will be required," said Sophia.

"I see," said Alex, feeling the weight of the upcoming competition settle on her shoulders.  There was a reason she'd always preferred solo conquests to leading a clan.  When she made a mistake, it was hers to own and fix.  She didn't mind the challenge of overcoming it.

With a clan, it was impossible to hide from her mistakes.  Everything she did was front and center, in view of everyone.  But she knew she couldn't let it affect her, or she'd never become Champion of Warsong.  

"That was a major error.  I need to do better next time," she said eventually, receiving a narrowing of the eyes from Sophia.  

Alex couldn't tell if she approved, but she certainly hadn't disapproved, outwardly anyway.

"Tell me about the five-on-five matches.  I only observed the one with Tormane," said Alex.

Sophia placed her hands behind her back and lifted her chin.  "The teams are decided before each match so no side can choose their team based on their opponents.  Stones designated for each gladiator are placed in a closed bag and only revealed before the match."

"Which means I screwed up again.  That was why Rinvet left here with a smile on his face," said Alex.

"How did you screw up?" asked Nayiri.

"With six teams, he'll know the combatants in the final battles and be able to counter them with the appropriate gladiators," said Alex.

"It's not just that," said Sophia.  "They have better warriors all around.  It's very unlikely that we're going to win this clan battle."

"Then we have that going for us," said Alex.  "They'll underestimate us."

At that moment, a round of laughter went up on the other side of the longhouse near the ale barrels.  A group of novice ranks had poured a round.

"Sophia, can you tell them there will be no ale until after we win the clan battle," said Alex.

"They're not going to like that," said Sophia.

Alex swallowed her sigh.  It was much easier when it was only herself that she had to manage—even if they were only NPCs.  She knew it wasn't about them, but about her.  She'd read that most people couldn't play the evil quest lines in a game because it went against their true nature, regardless that they were only pixels on their screens.  

"It's the only way we're going to beat the Angry Owls," said Alex.  "After you tell them, send for the rest of the clan.  We need to have a meeting."

Sophia nodded and went to tell the warriors about her command, leaving Alex with Nayiri.   

The diminutive girl knocked the hair from her eyes, a ghost of a smile on her lips.  "You're good at this."

"I've never done this before," said Alex, who would have preferred to crawl back into the furs with Nayiri than deal with organizing the clan for the battle, but she couldn't ignore what needed to be done.

"I'd never know."

Alex lifted one shoulder in the semblance of a shrug.  "Every fight is a puzzle.  You just have to figure out how you're going to win."  She squinted, noticing the dusty color in Nayiri's hair.  "Is it just me or is your hair lighter than it was yesterday?"

With a touch a panic, Nayiri put her hand to the top of her head.  "Oh?  No, maybe I got some dirt in it."

Alex could tell it wasn't dirt, but she had too much on her mind to worry about it.  She would have to figure out how to beat the Angry Owls with her barely trained gladiators.

After the clan gathered in the longhouse, Alex stood on the throne so everyone could hear her.  She noted that Tormane stood in back with the small group that had been talking to him before.  

"Thank you, Bravebear clan, for attending to my summons.  As your new battleleader, I take my responsibilities very seriously.  I want you to know that we're going to win our clan battle with the Angry Owls tomorrow," she said.

A few younger members of the clan gave whoops of excitement, which brought a smile to her face.  

"That's the spirit," she said, holding up a fist and giving it an emphatic pump.  "In preparation for tomorrow's battle, I need to know what weapons and tactics you favor so I can appropriately place each fighter into teams.  If we had more time, I would have you train with your teams, but we're battling tomorrow and I don't want to give anything away.

"For the rest of the afternoon, I want you to practice with your weapons in the yard.  Pair up and spar if you prefer, but everyone needs to be working on their best maneuvers.  While you practice, I'll have you each enter the longhouse to tell me about your skill sets in the battle circle."

When she finished speaking, she sent everyone out except for Nayiri, whom she planned to use as the runner to retrieve each member of the clan.  One by one they entered and answered her questions.  In reality, the questioning was a formality, as she'd collected extensive notes on the fighting habits of each member, but she wanted to hear what they thought their strengths and weaknesses were, and as she listened, the outlines of a strategy formed in her head.  

Taking stock of her clan took the rest of the afternoon.  By the time evening came around, everyone was tired and crabby.  Rather than going back to their tents, Alex had the clan eat together in the longhouse.  There wasn't a lot of talking, and Alex didn't know what to say to them.  She ate up front with Sophia and Nayiri, talking quietly with the former about what she knew about the Angry Owls.  By the end of the night, Alex still didn't know what kind of teams she was going to form, but she knew one way or the other, the answers would come in the morning.  

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

When the two clans gathered around the battle circle, Alex's heart was in her throat.  She stood on one side, surrounded by her friends and clan mates.  A nervous excitement filled the air: the shuffling of feet and gripping of weapons.  

Normally before a big challenge a cool resolve filled Alex, but she was usually alone.  Surrounded by hundreds of people, she fed off their energy, the anticipation of battle.  She felt like she understood what it was like to be on a sports team before a big game.

Sophia touched her side.  "This is your part."

Her stomach sunk.  "Right."

"Do you remember the words?" asked Sophia.

"If I don't I'll make something up," said Alex, which brought a hunched forehead from Sophia.  

"I'm kidding," said Alex with a wink.

She stepped into the circle wearing her leather tunic, whip loosely hanging from her hip and a bag of marked stones in her left hand.  She had the urge to adjust her glasses, but didn't want to show signs of nervousness.  A brief breeze blew through the camp, washing away the smell of unwashed bodies for a cool moment, refreshing her.

"When the clan bleeds," she began.

Rinvet, who had been standing opposite her, joined her in the center.  

"It bleeds as one."

"Let us begin."

Sophia and a gruff looking warrior wearing iron pauldrons named Itus joined them in the circle, accepting the bags of stones from the battleleaders.  Sophia started with the Angry Owl clan, pulling the stones from the bag one by one and announcing the names of the competitors.  Each stone had a painted symbol on it that signified a gladiator.  Sophia and Itus had shared their clan nomenclature that morning.  As Sophia spoke, the competitors stepped into the circle.  Each clan read each other's stones to ensure no last-minute shenanigans.  

"Pharus the Plow.  Sol Swordbearer.  Mari Mange.  Syphus Stan.  Fineus Barren."

Alex raised her eyebrow at Rinvet and asked in a low voice so no one outside of the circle could hear, "Ran out of clan members with alliterative names?"

Rinvet reacted as if he'd smelled something terrible, which at least suggested he knew what alliteration meant.  Alex switched her attention to the rival team.  They wielded a variety of weapons, but nothing stuck out as to what their strategy would be.  

"Atticus Laine.  Andreque the Bold.  Brilate Agran.  Teq the All-Seeing.  Lomare Baron."

As her team stepped into the circle, Alex and the others stepped out.  Her stomach twisted with indecision about her first team.  She'd waffled between trying to ensure a victory and throwing her worst warriors on a team to see how the other side played.

In the end, she'd decided that she wanted a victory to energize her teams and picked what she thought was a good mix of fighters.  Right before the ceremony, Alex had given Atticus and Andreque instructions to focus fire, prioritizing healers first, then ranged, DPS, and finally tanks.  It was a pretty basic strategy but she didn't know how the matches would play out.  

Standing on the edge of the circle, Alex bounced her foot.  She hated not being in the middle of the action.

"Begin!"

The big blond warrior, flanked by Andreque and the other three, settled into a wedge formation.  Atticus led the charge, looking to break their line and attack Mari Mange, the woman in back who looked like she might be a caster.

To the surprise of everyone except Rinvet, the Angry Owl line split apart, letting Atticus' side reach Mari.  Then the four "warriors" dropped their weapons, raised their hands, and hit her team with an arc of freezing spray.  

In a matter of seconds, all five of her warriors had been captured in an icy crust.  It looked like an ice storm had hit the middle of the battle circle.  Atticus managed to break free, but the ice kept the others immobile.  

While a round of cheers went up for the blond warrior, Alex knew it was a meaningless effort.  Her Bravebears went silent as the Owls took down Atticus, five on one, then dispatched the rest of their side without taking a single point of damage.

The inadequacies of her clan were being made abundantly clear.  The smirk on Rinvet's lips could have cut glass.  

"Angry Owls," muttered Alex.  "Should have called them Clever Owls."

But she knew that was the point.  If there was a lesson to be had, it was that these battles wouldn't be easy.  Tormane had been singularly powerful, but an idiot as a battleleader.  She would have to do better.  Much better.

The second match involved Sophia and four other regular gladiators.  The fierce battlerager was a formidable fighter on her own, but after the last battle, Alex wasn't sure that was going to be enough.

Alex's fears were proved correct when she watched as the other team, using a single tank, three DPS, and a healer, systematically took down Sophia's team.  While the battlerager took down two DPS on her own, even as the tank tried to disrupt her, it wasn't enough.

After the battle was over, Sophia returned to their side, head down.  Alex squeezed the warrior's shoulder.

"You fought well," said Alex.

"But not well enough."

"It's not your fault.  It's mine.  I didn't give you a chance to win," she said, hoping the woman understood that she meant it.

Before the next match could start, Alex grabbed Blaze and pulled him to the side.  

"Ready to get naked?" she asked.

"You promised me chainmail underwear," he said as he tugged on his robes nervously.

"If you win your match, it's the first thing I'll instruct Nadia to make," said Alex.

Blaze glanced back to the circle, the corners of his lips tugging downward.  She gently cupped his cheek, bringing his focus back to her.  

"How's the range on your Fiery Self-Immolation?" she asked.

"The modifier of 'self' really gives it away," said Blaze.

"This is what I want you to do," she said, whispering the plan in his ear.  When she finished, he snorted with laughter.  

"Really?"

"Yep."

He marched into the circle confidently, joining his team.  Before they could begin, Blaze spoke quietly to the other four.  Alex received rueful glances, which she responded to with a firm nod.

"What did you tell him?" asked Nayiri.

"You'll see," said Alex, trying to hide her excitement so it didn't give the ruse away, but knowing a smirk had perched itself on her lips.

When the match started, Blaze stayed in back while the other four moved cautiously forward in a square.  The other team didn't quite know what to make of the formation, but they had their plan and moved towards the front warrior to focus fire.  

"Now!" yelled Blaze, which momentarily froze their opponents with indecision, which aided the plan.

As they were getting stabbed with swords and daggers, her warriors grabbed their enemies, dragging them into a tight knot.  Once they were grouped, Blaze ran into the center of them like he was a suicide bomber, latching onto the nearest rival warrior.  

Moments later, the center of the circle went up in a conflagration, the screams of nine combatants rising into the morning air.  

When the flames dissipated, a naked Blaze Frostmane stood in the middle of nine bodies.  

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Angry Owls – 1 match

You have gained conquest points: 11 CP

 

A round of cheers went up for Blaze Frostmane, who marched out of the circle with his chin held high despite his nakedness.  His cocky blushing strut made Alex smile.  

"I'm not sure he knows what to feel," said Nayiri.

It only got worse when Sophia, oblivious to his nakedness, ran over and threw her arms around him to celebrate his victory.  Blaze looked simultaneously thrilled and horrified because of the signs of interest his body was displaying.  

Fortunately for him, Mancalf threw him a new set of robes, which he hastily tugged over his head, forgetting that he was no longer protecting himself.  Sophia looked back to them and winked before Blaze had himself settled.

Alex refocused on the clan battle, examining the tray of stones she had remaining.  She shot a glance towards Tormane and his friends, who stood apart from her clan, staring blankly forward even though their side had won a match.

She had a bad feeling about the former battleleader, but there was nothing she could do about it in the middle of a clan battle.  If she was right about her intuition about Tormane, then she couldn't put him in the battle circle and expect a win, which meant she was down another match.  She hoped that if she were up three to two, then Tormane couldn't throw the match without losing face.  But she wasn't so sure about that.  Either way, she had to win the next two matches first.

Before it started, Alex gathered the five warriors around her.  They were all novices, low in skill and experience, and they listened as she explained her plan.  Their eyebrows went up and down during the description of tactics, but they seemed eager to try.

The five warriors from Bravebear entered the battle circle wielding mace and shield.  Normally, the two sides stood at opposite ends of the makeshift arena, but her team stood as close to the center as they were allowed by the rules.  

Rinvet leaned towards his advisors, face knotted with consternation as they tried to figure out her tactics.  A calmness overtook Alex as she waited for the match to start.  If her opponents were worried about what she was doing, then she had the upper hand.  

When the match began, the other team, based on instructions yelled out from Rinvet, grouped together.  They were forming a defensive knot in opposition to what looked like a shield wall from her team.  Three of their members had shields, so it looked like it would be a grueling line battle. 

Her team marched forward in lockstep, shields fitted against each other.  

The Owl mage in back fired a shocking bolt at her team that crackled through the shields, breaking their formation momentarily.  A smile rose on Rinvet's lips as he saw that his countertactic had worked.  

But her team put their shields back together and kept marching with their maces held high.  When the opposing team readied their weapons for the ensuing battle, her team shifted into a forward charge, dropping their maces and sprinting at the other team, shoulders braced behind the shields.

The Owls smacked at the shields with their weapons, expecting that it would be a messy wall battle.  But the Bravebears hit them at full speed, shoving with their shields like battering rams.  The impact only did a few hit points of damage, but that wasn’t the purpose of their charge.

Three of the five Owls stumbled backwards out of the circle, and out of the match.  Once it was five against two the rest of the fight was a formality.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Angry Owls – 2 matches

You have gained conquest points: 9 CP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

 

The fifth battle would pit Nayiri and Mancalf plus three other Bravebears versus the Owls.  Alex didn't give them any instructions since they'd known since the night before that they would be fighting together.  

Alex's trust in the pair was rewarded when their fight only took a minute to resolve.  Using devastating hand slaps, Mancalf knocked out two combatants, while Nayiri picked off the enemy healer with her ranged daggers.  She'd wanted to use her newly acquired Assassinate skill, but Alex had told her to save it for a special occasion.  But it didn't matter because they easily won the match after swinging the advantage of numbers.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Angry Owls – 3 wins 

You have gained conquest points: 12 CP

 

They were up three matches to two.  Alex thought about placing her stone into the bag instead of Tormane, but if he was against her, she needed to know.  And since they were ahead on the clan battle, she could still win if she took the tie-breaking match.  Never mind that it would be only her and Sorrow against a full team of five.  She'd survived worse odds.

When Tormane and his friends entered the circle, Alex knew it was over even before it began by the lazy way they held their weapons.  

"Did you see that?" asked Nayiri.  "He smiled at Rinvet as if they were old buddies."

When Sophia returned to the Alex's side, she whispered, "Something seems off.  I think Tormane's going to throw the match.  He wants to make you look bad so he can challenge you for battleleader soon."

"I'm aware," said Alex.  "He hides his intentions as well as a fart in an elevator."

Sophia wrinkled her forehead.  "What's an elevator?"

"A box that travels," said Alex, but Sophia clearly didn't understand. 

Before the match began, Tormane turned to Alex and bowed deeply.  "I fight for Battleleader Alex, whose tactics I will use to win the battle!" he yelled, raising his massive sword above his head as if it were as light as a toothpick.

Alex hid her sourness with a smile, bowing in response.  The bastard wanted to goad her into a reaction, but she didn't play his game.  

Further comments ended when the match began.  Alex had to give Tormane credit, he made the fight look good, for the first half anyway.  Clearly if it were a fair battle, Tormane would have won, but it was likely that Rinvet hadn't wanted to waste his best warriors on a thrown fight, which only made the farce worse.  

When Tormane started missing his attacks, overexaggerating the counterattacks as if he were on a stage playing to the back row, Alex knew it was over.  The majority of the Bravebears thought he'd fought honorably, mostly because they were unskilled in the ways of battle.  But any of her trained warriors, and especially her classed gladiators, knew that it'd been a joke.

Tormane returned to the Bravebears to consoling back pats.  Alex had no time for a snide comment because Rinvet crossed the circle.

"It's a tie.  Three wins for each clan.  Which means that it's a win for Angry Owls because you can't field a seventh team," said Rinvet.

"I'll be fielding a team of two," said Alex.

Rinvet put his hands on his hips and rotated his body so the others could hear.  "But the agreement was for five-on-five battles, no repeats."

Her stomach dropped into her knees.  He was right.  They'd agreed upon matches of equal sides.   

When she didn't respond, he said, "We are in agreement that Angry Owl is the victor?"

Her mouth opened and closed without saying anything.  She needed the conquest points if she was going to progress her clan.  Everything depended on it.  Her life depended on it.  Becoming the Champion of Warsong was the only way to reach level 40 and stay in the Hundred Halls to continue her cancer treatments.  

"Are you afraid to fight five against two?" Alex asked him loudly, playing to his clan.  

"Why fight when I've already won?" he said with a self-satisfied shrug of one shoulder.  He laughed and his clan laughed with him.

Tormane stood on the side of the circle, his mouth curled with malevolent glee.  She felt like snapping that expression off his face with her whip, but she knew she couldn’t break form.  

"What if I offered an extra prize for bending the rules for a final battle?  Let's say that if I lose, the Bravebear clan merges with Angry Owls," said Alex.

Rinvet's eyebrows rose.  "Why would I want your warriors?  Except for a select few, they're worthless."

His grin stretched his face.  He knew she was in a bad spot and was trying to extract more advantage.  

"Then if you covet my warriors, win or lose, I offer Tormane and his team to join the Angry Owls," she said.

Cries of disbelief came from her side, but she brushed them off.  Either way, she was getting rid of Tormane the Traitor.  

But she was surprised when Sophia touched her arm and whispered in her ear, "If he joins them, they'll know everything about our clan.  You can be sure they'll spread that to the others.  It'll put us at a major disadvantage."

"Don't worry, Sophia.  They don't really know us.  Not the us I want Bravebear to become," said Alex.

While she'd never wanted to become a clan leader, now that she was one, and in the thick of a dangerous negotiation, she found that she was enjoying it.  Especially as her mind whirled with ideas on how she could shape the Bravebears to become a fighting force.

Rinvet glanced back to his clan.  If he turned her down, it would look poorly on his leadership.  The clans were made to battle, and avoiding an opportunity like the one she'd given him would impact their renown negatively.

"Agreed," he said.

 

+50 Renown for Bravebear Clan

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

 

"Pick your five, you know who you'll be fighting," she said, spreading her arms.

As Rinvet returned to his side, Tormane followed.

"That bastard," said Nayiri as they huddled up.  "He's going to tell them everything about you."

"I hope he does," said Alex.

Sorrow joined them, his arms curled around himself as if he were giving himself a hug.  

"I hear you want to use me as bait for the Owls.  Point me in the right direction and I'll let them poke me like a horny porcupine," said Sorrow drolly.

"You're not going to be bait, Sorrow, you're going to win this fight," she said.

Sorrow looked like he'd swallowed a toad.  

"Win this fight?  I think you've mistaken me with someone who has ever won a battle.  Not only have I never won, but we're outnumbered.  You're a miracle worker, oh glorious Battleleader, but I'm a wet blanket on your little adorable campfire.  You should have bet on someone else," he said, his fingers splayed across his chin as he fluttered his eyes smudged with ash.

Alex grabbed him by the shoulders.  "Not only are you going to win this fight, but it will be glorious.  No one will forget it for as long as they live."

His expression went flat.  "You're being ridiculous."

"I'm not," she said.  "But you have to believe in yourself if this is going to work.  I need the real you, the one that sings by himself in hills when he thinks no one else is listening."

His shoulders bent inward.  Sorrow shrank as if the attention caused him pain.  He was on the verge of tears, which made her ache inside.

"Sorrow," she said, holding back a sigh, "if you really don't want to fight with me, I'll release you from your duty.  I'll take them on myself if it causes you too much pain."

The corners of his eyes rounded with appreciation.  Sorrow reached out and touched her hand.

"I'll fight," he said.  "That you would let this burden pass from my shoulders means a lot to me.  I'll give you my best.  I promise."

"Good," she said.  "Because we're going to need your best."

"What is it you want me to do?" he asked.

"Your song," said Alex.  "The one you sing each night.  It's powerful.  When I heard it, it stopped me in my tracks, took over.  I could do nothing else in that moment.  If you sing it in the circle, you'll mesmerize them.  Winning will be a formality after that."

He flinched when she mentioned singing in the circle, but he nodded his head.  Sorrow looked like he could break into a million pieces at any moment.

From behind them in the circle, Rinvet called out, "Are we going to battle or are the Bravebears afraid?"

Alex ignored him, putting her arms around Sorrow and squeezing him tight.  "If you do this, I promise I won't make you fight anymore.  We'll find another way for you to help the clan."

"Thank you," he said.

When Sorrow strode into the battle circle with his arms held out, each step was as light as a dream.  Alex imagined him as a lead singer marching onto the stage before a stadium.  

"Stay in the back," she said.  "I'll protect you until you can get your song going."

Sorrow squeezed his eyes shut and nodded.  He stayed at the furthest edge of the circle.  A light breeze would knock him out.

Alex positioned herself in the middle towards the front, twirling her whip in the dirt to loosen up her arm.  Now that she was in the circle, her focus dialed in like a laser.  

Using her Analyze skill, Alex took stock of her enemies.  Rinvet carried a fencing sword on one hip and a long dagger on the other.  Both blades were covered in faintly glowing runes.  It was the first time she'd seen another gladiator with a magical item.

She wouldn't be able to avoid his blades if she allowed him in range, so he'd have to be the first to go.  Next, the two in the rear carried short bows and had a quiver of arrows strapped to their backs, while the other two held massive shields to protect the archers.  

"When the clan bleeds."

"It bleeds as one."

As Sophia backed out of the circle to start the match, Alex had to remind herself to breathe.  If she was going to win, it was going to take all her skills.

"Begin!"

Before Rinvet could advance on her, Alex snapped her whip near his face, sending out prismatic clouds, which captured his focus.

 

Rinvet Oldhome has been mesmerized by Whip Tricks!

 

But while she was dealing with the Angry Owl leader, the archers fired two empowered arrows into her, dealing damage of 15% of her health.  

Alex risked a glance behind her to see that Sorrow was standing still, chin down to his chest, staring at the dirt.  

"Come on, Sorrow," she whispered to herself.

When the two archers fired their bows a second time, Alex tried to misdirect one, but the shield bearers blocked her magic.

 

Fineous Gray has resisted your Misdirection!

 

The shield bearers were worse than she'd thought.  They were using magically resistant shields, so Alex wouldn't be able to deal with the archers until she got rid of the shield wall.

Alex fired a Cloud Taunt into the locked shields, hoping to get them to attack her.  The first one didn't work, so she fired a second, which goaded them into breaking formation.  As they marched forward, Alex misdirected the next arrow into their backs.

 

Rinvet Oldhome is no longer mesmerized!

 

"Crap," said Alex.  

She'd hoped he'd stay locked down longer.  He sprinted forward, jabbing her twice with his rapier, which made her miss the next misdirection.  

As she caught another arrow, she was down to half hit points and faez.  

Alex cast Dewdrop Orb on Rinvet, which forced him to claw at his face while he was being suffocated, but the two shield wielders had closed the distance and pulled out their short swords.  

Using Wind Gust, she knocked the next two arrows off course and staggered the shield warriors, but her delaying tactics weren't going to work forever.  

Over the din of battle it was hard to tell that Sorrow was singing softly to himself.  

"Louder, Sorrow, they can't hear it," she yelled over her shoulder as she cracked her whip, mesmerizing a shield warrior.

But this gave an opening to the archers, who pegged her with another two arrows.  The impact from their piercing blows was adding up, making it more difficult to cast her spells and wield her whip.  

When Rinvet broke free of the Dewdrop Orb, she tripped him into the dirt, then misdirected an arrow into the other shield bearer.

"Hey!  Watch your shots, Fineous!"

Alex hit him with another Cloud Taunt since the first one had worn off.  The two shield warriors were nearing half health, but none of the others had been damaged, and she was at less than a quarter.

"...all their pokes and stares..."

A brief line reached her ears as arrows flew in her direction.  

"Louder, Sorrow, louder!"

As she rolled out of the way of a shield bash, coming up on her knees and tripping Rinvet again, she saw Sorrow's cheeks were streaming with tears, his ashy makeup smudged like black rain.

"...in halls we break and never take, the meaningless of strife...what is this show, this stage upon which we stand, a farce, a dream, a life we leave in hand..."  

The power of his words punched her in the gut and wrapped around her head like a dream snake.  The whip in her hand felt heavy, which made her miss a chance to rip the rapier from Rinvet's hand.

The enemy leader reached her, ready to stab her through the heart, but his eyes unfocused and his blade hesitated in midair.

"...skin and bones, skin and bones, dancing upon this mythical stage, a myth, a land, a dream for the age..."

Before long, the battle in the circle had come to a halt as the participants stood with their arms hanging down, weapons slipping from their fingertips. 

"...we go to the twilight, the place between light and dark, a hell on earth, a dousing of the spark..."

The power of Sorrow's song wove through her head, silencing her thoughts.  She was vaguely aware that the stillness had reached the crowd.  The chanting and cheering that came with every match had turned dry as dust.  

"...when chains they rumble, disguised with a lark, like snakes they latch on to us, pull our souls into the dark..."

She felt like she was attending her own funeral, watching herself be lowered into the ground.  Alex pictured her mother standing over the grave, covered in borrowed black, weeping with her whole body, bending with pain.

The cancer.  It was going to kill her.  She knew in her bones it to be true.

Alex clawed at her face as horrible visions assaulted her.  

The light had gone out in the world.  Though it was day, the sun no longer felt warm.  What was the purpose of this existence?  A horror show of pseudo-meaning?

The urge to wrap her whip around her own throat broke the spell of Sorrow's song.  Her chest heaved with anguish, though she had no reason for the pain.  

Broken free, Alex was able to move while the rest of the circle, and the crowd, was as still as death.  

She dispatched the five Angry Owls one after the other.  It was a distasteful exercise, only lessened by the knowledge that they wouldn't die.  

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Angry Owls – 4 wins 

You have gained conquest points: 28 CP

Quest Completed: Win the clan battle with Angry Owls
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When it was finished, Sorrow ended his song.  His face was wet.  He looked depleted by the effort.  

Alex wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight against her as he heaved with pain.  Now she understood why his class was called Pyrrhic Bard.  He was capable of powerful magics, but at great cost to himself.   

"I'm sorry," she told him.  "You'll never have to do that again."

"Thank you," he said when she finally pulled away.

"No, thank you."

As the Bravebear clan came out of the spell, they gathered around Alex and Sorrow.  They were victors of the clan battle.  

It was a relief, but it was only a start.  

The work had just begun.


Chapter Seventeen

 

Alex was awake with the dawn, standing on the highest point of the camp to watch the Angry Owls march into the distance.  She wanted to make sure Tormane the Traitor left with his crew.  Somehow she didn't think it was the last time that she would see him.  His mischief had cost her valuable warriors and clan members.

On the good side, she had 1,079 conquest points to spend on upgrades.  The bonus she'd received for winning an outnumbered match without losing a single fighter was critical for the next phase.  It certainly was a nice reward for taking extra risks.  But what choice did she have?  Gamemakers Online was as hard as advertised.  

Alex knew where she would need to place her abundance of CPs.  Her teams were woefully lacking.  She'd managed to piece together some wins through sheer ingenuity rather than individual superiority.  

As Sophia said, there would be consequences to losing Tormane.  His animosity would ensure the spread of information about their side, but Alex planned to use that against him.  If new clans showed up with knowledge about her clan, they would be in for a rude surprise.

The first thing she did was assign two of her gladiators as healers and another two as ranged for a total of 800 CPs.  This would give her options in group makeup.  

She would have liked a few more unique classes.  Those seemed to be significantly more powerful than the regular ones, but none of her clan had that option available.  

Next, she spent another 100 CPs to level up every classed gladiator to level 2.  

And though she'd said she wouldn't make him fight, Alex planned on using Sorrow for another task.  She assumed the higher level would support that mission, so she spent the 35 CPs to give him his second level as well.

She checked her stores of materials.  The blacksmith had little ore and other raw materials for making weapons, while the armorer had a healthy amount of leathers.  Alex would have preferred to have a few heavily armored tanks, but she had to start somewhere, so she leveled Nadia Alathair for 50 CPs.

With only a little under a hundred CPs left, Alex considered her options.  She could spend them on powers for herself, or upgrading Wisewoman Zelda, but the clan morale, despite the victory, was still only at poor, which came with a -20% penalty.  At level 2 clan, they got a +10% bonus, which meant they were overall negative.  

Upgraded tents for the whole clan would only cost 70 CPs, which would get them close to neutral.  She'd have to figure out a way to close the final gap, which would help them in the next clan battle.  

After the CPs were spent, she went to talk to Nadia, who was working in her hut.  Nadia had her hands in a bucket of dark water, softening a leather jerkin.  Her lush red hair was stuck to her forehead as she kneaded the material.

"Greetings, Battleleader Alex.  Congratulations on your great victory," said Nadia.

"A victory for one is a victory for all," said Alex.

"Wisely said.  And thank you for your faith in me with the additional level.  I hope I can live up to your expectations," she said.

"I'm sure you will, Nadia, though I have to admit I don't know what more you can make for the clan at the moment," said Alex.

With a heavy heave of the chest, Nadia looked to the plains to the west.  "Nothing that my heart desires to craft, but I am pleased to serve you in whatever you wish."

The redhead had a penchant for drama, Alex decided.  Whoever had programmed her had been watching too many telenovelas.  Sensing the opportunity for a quest, Alex inquired further.

"What is it that you would like to craft?" asked Alex.

"That leather armor is far too basic for you," said Nadia.  "With higher-quality leather I could outfit you with armor fit for an empress."

"I like the sound of that," said Alex, "but where would I find such high-quality leather?"

"I'm afraid I'm only a poor armorer, but I'm sure you'll figure something out," said Nadia.

 

Quest Offered: Find high-quality leather for Nadia Alathair (+2,000 XP / Special Armor / Prerequisite: Level 5)

 

The prerequisite wasn't much of a surprise, and at least it was the same level that Zelda needed.  Unfortunately, getting the clan and both crafters to level 5 would require another 5,250 CPs.  Unless she found a faster way to earn them, it was going to take a long time.

"Do you have any other requests of me?" asked Nadia.

"Upgrade the clan members that have a class.  They're our priority for now," said Alex.

Nadia wrinkled her nose, glancing askew.

"Is there a problem?" asked Alex.

"I cannot make higher-level armor for low-ranking members of the clan," said Nadia.

"Crap," said Alex, "I'd forgotten about those ranks."

Nadia cleared her throat.  "I'm sorry, Battleleader Alex, if I'm overstepping my bounds, but you can change how the rankings are set up and what privileges that earns you."

Armed with the new knowledge, Alex went into the interface and found the section that would change the clan structure, which included the rewards for each level and how to reach it.  

She was about to reset it, but decided to talk to the clan first.  She didn't want them to be alarmed by the sudden change.  She found the nearest members and sent them to bring the clan to the longhouse.

When they'd gathered around the firepit, Alex stood on the throne.  Their eager faces warmed her heart.

"First, I want to say congratulations to everyone for a clan battle well fought.  It was our first of many!" 

They cheered her comments, smiles breaking easily on their faces.

"While we came out with a victory, it was far too close.  The next clan that challenges us will be more prepared.  We have a lot of work to do with our teams.  From here on out, the mornings will be for individual training and the afternoons for teams.  I'll be assigning you a standard team to train with, though I expect to switch them up continuously.  Then at night we'll battle between the teams.

"Secondly, I'm going to reset the rankings for the clan," she said, but before she could continue a round of grumbling erupted.  She held up her hands.  "Please listen.  I know many of you worked hard to achieve those ranks, but there's a problem.  The armors and weapons available to the clan is tied to rank.  I'm changing that, so going forward you can have any armor and weapons that your level gains you."

As she looked around at their flat expressions she knew she had to do more.  

"And..."

Alex thought about her own motivations.  One reason she loved these games was the progress and achievement they provided.  The NPCs were no different.

"From here on out, rank will be determined by the nightly clan battles.  The more you win, the higher your rank.  Higher rank will earn you a place of honor in the longhouse for dinner.  But to keep things interesting, I'll reset that rank every week."

The general nods of approval loosened the tightness in her chest.  

"Everyone can resume their practices.  Except for Sophia and Sorrow.  I need you two afterwards," said Alex.

After everyone else had left the longhouse, Alex spoke to the remaining gladiators.  Sophia stood front and center at military rest, while Sorrow plopped into the dirt, poking at a small hole with a stick he'd rescued from the fire.  

"Thank you for staying after.  I'm afraid I'm going to be asking each of you to do a little more than the rest.  I'm only one person, and I can't be everywhere at once," said Alex.

"Our swords are your swords," said Sophia emphatically, chin lifted high.

"That's the spirit," said Alex.  "And how appropriate that you spoke of swords, because I'm going to appoint you the head trainer.  I've checked your skills—you have the most knowledge of any of our gladiators about the various fighting styles.  So during the first part of the day, I want you to work with everyone, help them improve their fighting spirit."

Sophia pounded her fist against her chest, a glint of approval in her eyes.  

"I'm very honored," she said.

"Good," said Alex.  "You can join the others while I speak to Sorrow."

While Sophia left, Sorrow was humming to himself, rattling the bracelet of bones on his left wrist.  

"Could I have your attention for a moment?" she asked.

"Oh, yeah," he said, looking up.  

Sorrow had been quieter than normal since the battle circle as if the effort had drained him of his pain.  

"Are you okay?" she asked, trying to peer past his dark hair that was conveniently hanging in his face.  He looked like he was trying out for the role of ambivalent K-pop band member, lifting one shoulder in the semblance of a shrug to seal the deal.  

"I'm sorry you had to go through that," said Alex.  "I don't know what happened to you to cause the anguish I felt in your song, but I'm here for you."

His gaze flicked up momentarily, a hint of a smile twitching the corners of his lips before he squelched it.

"I have a task for you, Sorrow, one that doesn't involve the battle circle.  At least not directly," she said.

He looked up expectantly.  

"I want you to travel the Warsong Plains.  Herald our exploits to the other clans, drum up business for the fighting circle," she said.

"But the clan doesn't have much in the way of exploits," he said, then added with a wrinkle of his nose, "Sorry."

"No need to apologize.  You're right, we're rather lacking in exploits, but I think you have a way with words," she said.

"I speak bullshit is what you're saying," he said dryly.

"In a manner of speaking," she said.  "And it's not just spreading the tales of the Bravebear clan, I want you to use your ears too.  Listen for anything that we might be able to use against our enemies.  Plus, I know so little about this area.  I need a spy."

"And a mouth that can lure other clans to you," said Sorrow with a sigh.  

"Exactly," said Alex.

"How am I supposed to do that?  While I will not deny a certain morbid elegance, I lack a care to persuade.  I'm more likely to enrage them," said Sorrow.

"Persuade.  Enrage.  It doesn't really matter as long as they come to fight the Bravebear clan.  I want to have fights lined up for miles," said Alex.

"Your funeral," he said.

"Thank you, Sorrow.  I really do appreciate it.  Would it be terribly rude of me to ask if I can give you a hug?"

Sorrow rolled his eyes, but turned his hands ever so slightly to give the exact minimum level of consent.  Alex wrapped her arms around him, holding him until he tentatively put his hands on her back.  It felt like she was a mom hugging her awkward teenager in public.  

When the hug ended, Alex caught a twinge of a smile from Sorrow, though he was quick to bury it beneath a couldn't-be-bothered mask.

"When do you want me to start?"

"Whenever you're ready to leave.  Try to stop back in every few weeks to give me updates," she said.  "And while you're traveling, keep an eye out for any herbs that you think our resident wisewoman might be able to use."

"You're making me a gatherer?" he asked.

"Yep.  Is there a problem?"

He skewed his mouth to the side.  "I guess not.  Better than getting stabbed, anyway."

After he left, Alex collapsed onto the throne.  She thought she was alone until she realized that Nayiri was standing at the edge of the shadows.

"Shouldn't you be practicing?" asked Alex.

"I needed a break to talk to my girlfriend," said Nayiri, approaching with her eyes lowered.

The title brought warmth to Alex.  "Girlfriend?  I like the sound of that."

Nayiri wrinkled her face.  "I'm not being too forward, am I?"

"You were very forward last night," said Alex.  

When Nayiri neared the throne, Alex wrapped her legs around her, pulling her in.  She knocked the hair away from Nayiri's face and traced her fingers over her lips.  

"Did you get in a fight?  Your lips look bigger," said Alex with her head tilted.

Nayiri's eyes widened with alarm.  "Do you not like them?"

"No, I love them, but they're very distracting," said Alex, leaning forward until she was so close to Nayiri she could feel the heat from her face.  Before she could press her lips against Nayiri's a cleared throat announced the presence of another person in the longhouse.  

A glance over Nayiri's shoulder revealed it was Sophia.

"Yes?" asked Alex as Nayiri buried her head in her neck.

"I'm sorry to bother you, but I have questions about the necessary fighting techniques to teach since I don't know what teams they're going to be on," said Sophia.

Alex took a deep breath, enjoying the soft fragrance of Nayiri's hair.  She really wanted to take her back to the battleleader hut to find if Nayiri's lips were as soft as they were big, but Sophia had a good point.  She needed to assign the teams so Sophia could instruct them.

"Later," she whispered, before releasing Nayiri and turning to Sophia.  "Let's go out and discuss the potential teams.  I have a bunch of ideas on how we're going to surprise our next unfortunate challengers."

As she followed Sophia out of the longhouse, she glanced back at Nayiri, who had a strange look.  She'd ask her about it later, but for now, she had a clan that needed to be trained.


Chapter Eighteen

 

The Rivertwins battle clan arrived to fight three days later with a banner of two black fish over a silver stream flying over their vanguard.  

With Sophia at her side, Alex met them in the valley between the two hills, not wanting them to see her camp in case they could glean clues about her teams from the equipment, or lack thereof.  It was what she would do anyway.

Their battleleader, Bythelia the Breaker, was a bird-boned woman, spindly like a spider with tattoos of roses in a ring around her neck.  The challenge dagger came with a knowing smirk as if Bythelia had guessed the reason for the change in venue. 

"When the clan bleeds."

"It bleeds as one."

 

Quest Offered: Win the clan battle with Rivertwins (+3,000 XP / 700 CPs)

 

"The Bravebear clan wishes to fight five battles, five on five with victory to the clan with the most wins," said Alex, more comfortable with the ritual than last time.

"Straight to the point," said Bythelia, looking down at Alex.  "Eager to lose?"

Alex wasn't much for banter, but she knew she had a part to play.  

"I was hoping for the Huntress clan, but you showed up instead.  I figure we can knock this fight out before they arrive to bring a real battle," said Alex.

Crimson bloomed in Bythelia's tanned cheeks, and her jaw pulsed.  "Your disrespect as a lower-ranked clan is unconscionable.  This is not the way things are done on the Plains of Warsong."

"I've often found that the way things are done usually benefit the people who set the rules," said Alex, purposely half-turning her body as if she were leaving.  "Anyway, we can fight tonight if you're ready, but if you're feeling old and tired, I'll allow the battle to be tomorrow."

Next to her, she could feel Sophia squirming in her skin at the lack of shared respect, but she was observant enough not to make a comment.  

"You won't goad me into fighting when I'm not ready," said Bythelia.  "We fight tomorrow."

"See you then," said Alex, striding away with Sophia at her side.

"Why would you enrage her like that?  It'll only make her more determined to beat you," said Sophia.

"It will, but that's the point, and if I can't beat a level 3 clan, then I don't deserve to ever challenge for the Champions Arena," said Alex.

"But why make it harder?  Even if you win, she'll go to the other clans and help them so they can beat you.  The other clans of the Western Plains are very tight.  Tormane was never a part of them, but he also knew enough not to anger their council," said Sophia as they crested the slope into the back of the camp.  

The sounds of weapons ringing against each other carried over the tents, followed by the grunts of impact.  It made her smile to know they were training on her behalf.

"That's the point.  To earn enough conquest points, I need more battles, but no one's going to come out to this golden wasteland unless they've been properly motivated," she said.

"That seems like a risky strategy," said Sophia.

"It is," said Alex.  "I'd prefer to do it another way, but I can't spend my time traveling to the clans, I need them to come to me."

Sophia nodded.  "I think I understand.  Shall I gather the teams for the afternoon battles?"

"Yes," said Alex, handing Sophia a piece of parchment, "but I want you to use these teams instead of the normal ones."

As Sophia read the list, her face went through contortions.  "But they haven't been training together.  I don't understand." 

"You will if you think about it," said Alex, and moments later, her eyes widened with understanding.  

"I see."

When Sophia looked back to Alex her eyes glistened with adoration.  

"We're very lucky to have you as our battleleader," said Sophia.

Alex sighed.  "Let's not get ahead of ourselves.  We've only won one clan battle."

"For now," said Sophia with a sly grin that slowly turned to apprehension.  "If I may, I have a favor to ask."

"You may," said Alex, curious about the sudden change in demeanor.  

"As your weapon master, I train the clan in the techniques of every possible weapon," said Sophia.

"You're very good at it.  I'm lucky to have you," said Alex.

"Thank you," said Sophia, nodding softly.  "But while training is an important job in the clan, it does not satisfy my inner desires."

"And what are those?" asked Alex, eyebrow raised.

"To fight with superior weapons so I can show my true abilities," said Sophia.  "Forgive me, Battleleader, but our weapons are substandard.  We could do more if we could upgrade our weaponry.  I could do more in the battle circle with the proper weapons."

Alex was about to explain about the ore problems and her ideas about skipping upgrades to maximize resources, but she realized Sophia didn't want to hear an explanation.  She wanted to be heard.  

"I agree, Sophia," said Alex.  "I want you to have better weapons too."

Sophia blinked as if she thought she were being too forward.  "My apologies.  I know you're doing your best and that we don't have the ore right now."

"Still, your counsel is wise.  I'll take it into account," said Alex.

 

Quest Offered: Upgrade the weapons for Sophia Lionheart (+2,000 XP / 20 CPs)

 

With a slight smile, the weapon master returned to the practice area while Alex went to visit Nadia, who was banging a bronze armguard into shape, her crimson hair hanging down into her face.  

"Battleleader Alex, it's an honor for you to attend my simple hut with the clan battle at hand," said Nadia, resting the hammer on the table.  

The armorer's formalness made Alex a little uncomfortable, but only because she didn't know how to reciprocate without feeling false.  She would have asked her to loosen up if it weren't so sweet.

"Thank you, Nadia," said Alex.  "I came because I need a favor."

"Anything, Battleleader," said Nadia, inclining her head slightly.  

"I need four wraps of leather, about an inch wide and two feet long," said Alex.

"May I ask what it's for so I might better serve you?" asked Nadia.

"For now, no, but you'll find out in good time," said Alex, wandering back towards the fighting fields, fingering the rough edges of her whip handle.  

She'd been thinking about tactics for the coming battles, and had an idea when practicing her Cloud Taunts against Sophia.  She thought it had a good chance of working, but that wasn't what was bothering her.  To win battle after battle, she would constantly need new strategies to overcome her enemies, because they would always know how she'd fought in the past.  

It was a daunting—and exciting—challenge that thrummed through her midsection like a tiger purring.  

Before, the achievement hunting in online games had been a driving passion, though it'd been born as much from the boredom of living in the backwoods of Kentucky as from a way to scratch the itch of her intellect.  But now, her life depended on continuing to progress in Gamemakers Online.  She couldn't take nights off, or decide to play a different game.  There was something freeing about lack of choice that worried her.  Every thought was being honed towards this goal.  Her ships had been burnt on this new digital shore.  If she managed to survive her five years and the cancer, what would she become?

As she watched her clan warriors pit steel and magic against each other, she knew that their efforts would not be enough.  They were flesh and blood—or whatever they actually were—with smarts and heart, but they wouldn't win without her.  Or not even that, she realized.  Even she wasn't enough in the battle circle.  

She needed new ideas, new stratagems, to overcome the challenge.  In her gut she knew she wasn't pushing hard enough.  The Bravebear clan needed new ideas, creative and deadly, to win.  

She wouldn't be able to devise any new ones for the clan battle against the Rivertwins, but afterwards, she'd work harder.  To be the best it was going to take every ounce of her blood, sweat, and soul.  

She hoped it would be enough.

 


Chapter Nineteen

 

The first battle of the morning began as a storm of gray clouds moved south, leaving the sky a canvas of shattered light.  The nervous smiles from her clanmates warmed her heart.  The training and regular battles had given them confidence, where before these events had been resigned slaughter.

Alex set Blaze and his team against the Rivertwins' first group.  The wet ozone smell from the nearby storms refreshed Alex, but Blaze looked like he was going to be sick.

"Stick to the plan and you'll be fine," said Alex.

His forehead was matted with sweaty hair.  "And if it doesn't go to plan?"

"Then the rest of the clan will have your back.  We don't have to win every match, just three of them," said Alex.

Blaze's mouth twitched to the side.  When he finally worked up the courage to speak, his words made Alex's face tingle.

"I just don't want to, you know, let you down," said Blaze, tugging at the waist of his azure robes.

Alex met his gaze and gave him a knowing nod.  "The match is about to start."

As if he'd forgotten where he was, Blaze startled and ran back into the circle.

"Blaze would walk through fire for you," said Sophia.

"Well that wouldn't..."  Alex caught Sophia's smirk.  "Nicely done."

When the match started, the Rivertwins' team spread apart and advanced on Blaze's side with sword and shields.  Like last time, Blaze's teammates had been instructed to corral the enemy into a knot so Blaze could turn them into ash, but clearly they knew what was to come. 

Without a clear strategy, Blaze fired flaming bolts at the enemy team, but they deflected them with their shields.  Combat devolved into mini-skirmishes with Blaze running around the outside trying to affect the Rivertwins' warriors, but they were higher level and adept at blocking his salvos with their shields.  

He glanced back, face wracked with confusion about what to do next.  He motioned towards a pair, making hugging motions as if to ask if he should unleash his ability on them.  Alex shook her head.  Doing that would waste his faez pool and do nothing for the odds.  Clearly she had to do more than give her team tactics, she had to teach them to improvise on their own when plans fell apart.

"To the Abyss with Tormane," said Alex to Sophia when Blaze's team lost their match.  "He told them about Blaze.  I knew this would happen, but not so quickly."

"His hatred knows no bounds," said Sophia with a sigh.  She held out the battle bag.  "Which team are we sending in next?"

Alex examined the Rivertwins' side, looking for the twitchiest warriors.  If she could get an idea of who might fight, she could counter them with the right team.  It was another thing she had to work on.  She needed a way to know how the other clans were fighting.

She was about to throw the Nayiri and Mancalf team stones into the bag when she noticed a group of well-armored warriors loosening up, as if they were readying for their match.  

"Give me those stones," said Alex, motioning towards a group of stones on the edge of the tray.  

"But that's our weakest team," said Sophia.  "They'll get slaughtered, and we'll be down two games with no room for another loss."

"Just put them in there," said Alex.  "If you can tell me during the fight why I did that, I'll level up Umber with the CPs from these battles."

The offer focused Sophia on the battle circle as the teams were revealed.  As her low-ranked team entered against the well-equipped Rivertwins' team, the shoulders of her clan deflated in anticipation of the loss.  

As the match started, it was apparent how outclassed her warriors were against the other side.  She didn't need to analyze them to know they were at a much higher skill level.  

Next to her, Sophia was mumbling her theories, until the moment only two of their fighters were left in the circle.  

"I got it," she said, eyes alight.  "You didn't want to waste a good team versus their best.  So you gave them our poorest team, ensuring that we'd have a better shot in the following matches."

"If you've won the first match, winning the second is pivotal, so they put their best in the circle," said Alex.  

"That was brilliant," said Sophia, cheeks rosy with the glow of adoration.  

 

You have gained a unique skill p*oint: +1 Leadership

 

"Not really since we're still down two matches to none.  You can call me brilliant if we pull out the win.  But either way, I'll level up Umber so we can start on new weapons as soon as we get more ore," she said.

"Who's next?" asked Sophia.

Alex glanced over her shoulder to gauge the mood of her clan.  The two losses had demoralized them.  She needed to get them pumped up so they'd fight at their best.

She reached over and dropped her stone, along with the four shield warriors she'd been working with, into the bag.  She made a show of getting ready so Bythelia would send her next best team into the circle.  

Gathering her team around her, Alex handed them the strips of leather.  They wore expressions of nervous pride.  She could see they wanted to live up to her example, but were afraid of letting her down.  The taut line of anguish pulling on their features was so realistic that Alex found it hard to imagine that an AI, no matter how complex, could create them.

"This fight is going to go as we practiced, except I want you to wrap these around the handles of your shields," she said.

She received a number of confused stares, but they complied with her request.  

As they took to the battle circle, a wave of energy passed through her.  She twirled the whip by her leg, letting it writhe in the dust like a spinning snake.  

Her teammates arrayed themselves on their side of the circle in a line, holding their short swords passively while gripping their metal shields as if they were about to charge.  

Alex hoped their unconscious reactions weren't going to give away the plan, but she realized that was unlikely.  The other team, a mix of four fighters—various weapons—and a healer, wore their confidence like a crown.

When the battle started, Alex ran forward, stopping right behind her shield warriors to draw the enemy team forward.  The two sides clashed in the center, the Rivertwins' team clearly the better with their heavy shield smashes.  

The four shield warriors had formed a loose line, but when she called out, "Retreat hard now!" two things happened.

The first was that the other team momentarily froze.  The call for a retreat had been antithetical to what they'd been expecting.  The second was that her warriors, rather than move away, surged forward, ignoring the weapon strikes and sliding their shields together in an interlocking wall.  Then they curled around in a pinching formation to ram the enemy fighters together.  

This maneuver in itself didn't accomplish much in the way of damage, especially since her warriors hadn't even lifted a weapon yet.  

But it did provide a wonderful conduit for her Cloud Taunts.

As fast as she could, Alex fired her spells into the shields, which transferred their electrical shocks into the other team, while her side was protected by the leather wrappings.  The sudden shift in tactics threw them into confusion, and before they could recover and break free of the electrified shield wall, they'd lost seventy percent of their health and were inflicted with a painful DoT.  

While her warriors finished off a demoralized enemy team, Alex shifted to the healer, keeping her busy dodging whip attacks.  

When the fight finished, they'd defeated the Rivertwins' second best team without taking more than a few percent of damage.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Rivertwins – 1 win 

You have gained conquest points: 23 CP

You have gained experience points: 1,000 XP

You have won a flawless victory!

You have gained conquest points: 100 CP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

You have gained a skill point: +1 Cloud Taunt

 

While the rest of her team returned to the clan to backslaps and hearty congratulations, Alex went straight to Sophia.  

"One down, two to go," said Alex.

"Who's next?" asked Sophia.

"I'll let you decide," said Alex.

This news seemed to unnerve Sophia, who shifted in place.  "Are you sure?  I don't think I could do as well as you."

"Who knows, you might do better," said Alex.  "I need everyone to be thinking strategically, and there's no better time than in the middle of a clan battle."

Sophia nodded as she rubbed her chin.  "Well, we've only won one so far.  We have the Nayiri and Mancalf team and then the double healer team.  The first is better against ranged teams, while the second is better against melee."

"And who do you think they'll send?" asked Alex, who'd been watching the other side already.

Sophia squinted, lips flat with intensity.  "I see two sets of teams getting ready, one looks like a mix of casters and a tank, while the other is a mixed melee.  Either way, they'll both fight soon."

"Then you'll have to deduce what Bythelia will do," said Alex.

"We've already shown that we can be deceptive, so they will anticipate the trickier team first and send their mixed melee, so we should send our double healer team instead," said Sophia.

"Sounds like solid reasoning," said Alex.

"But what if I'm wrong?" asked Sophia.

"Then I'll have to have you burned at the stake for poor witchery," said Alex.

Sophia's surprised reaction quickly turned to laughter.  "You're messing with me."

"Of course," said Alex.  "Send your team in, let's battle."

The Bravebear team consisted of two healers plus Andreque the Bold, Atticus Laine, and Sophia Lionheart.  Those three were Bravebear's best individual fighters with high DPS, though they lacked strategic guile, which was why Alex had placed two healers with them to leverage their one-on-one combat.

As Sophia had anticipated, the Rivertwins sent their mixed melee group.  The combat was furious, with the other side trying to get at the healers, but the three warriors had positioned themselves in a triangle, preventing disruptive attacks.  

While Sophia's team took enough damage to kill each warrior three times, Alex's won without a single loss.  

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Rivertwins – 2 wins 

You have gained conquest points: 24 CP

 

When Sophia returned to the edge of the circle, Alex spoke in a loud voice so her whole clan could hear.

"That was an excellent strategic decision on which team to send," said Alex.

 

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

 

Sophia expanded with pride, chin raised.  

Next it was Alex's turn to be nervous as Nayiri entered the battle circle.  The diminutive girl, Mancalf, two ranged, and a tank formed a formidable team.  The other side had a similar makeup with a single tank protecting a group of ranged, two casters, and two archers.

When the battle began, the two sides traded salvos, but the Bravebears got the better of it because Mancalf knocked two arrows from the air with lightning quick slaps.  But his fast hands couldn't do anything for the streaking ice balls that hit Nayiri in rapid succession as her first two daggers left her hands.

Alex cringed as the other team focused fire on Nayiri, who could barely get into battle since she kept getting pummeled by spheres of ice and arrows.  

Within the first twenty seconds, Nayiri went down, but their over focus on her had let Mancalf and the two ranged pick apart the mages.  Once they were down, the two archers went next, and before long the fight was over.  

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Rivertwins – 3 wins 

You have gained conquest points: 19 CP

Quest Completed: Win the clan battle with Rivertwins

You have gained conquest points: 700 CP
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+120 Renown for Bravebear Clan

 

The clan cheered with victory, weapons raised above their heads.  They congratulated Alex, but she deflected as much as she could to Sophia.  She had no interest in letting the clan become a cult of personality, and she needed her underlings to shoulder more of the burden as the clan grew.  

As everyone crowded around, Alex stepped back, taking a breather.  The Rivertwins were heading back to their camp, heads down.

To the east, the storms had dissipated, leaving pale sky over the plains.  The sun had begun its slow descent towards the horizon, which would bring out the wealth of stars.  It was one of the things she loved about the world of Gamemakers Online.  The night skies were better than anything she'd seen in her world because there was no light pollution.  

Thoughts about the real world surfaced a memory that had been buried beneath her strategic considerations.

"The specialist," she said, quickly calculating that she was two days late for her appointment.  The days on the Warsong Plains passed quickly, and she'd lost track that it was early November in her world.

Alex hurried back through the crowd, finding Sophia and Nayiri.  They both reacted to her distress.

"What's wrong?" they asked in unison.  

"I have to go," she said.  "A few days at most.  You two are going to have to run the clan without me."

"What?  How?  I don't know anything about being a battleleader," said Sophia.

"Neither did I, but you'll figure it out," said Alex.

"What if another clan shows up?" asked Nayiri.

"Then you battle," said Alex with a shrug.  "And if anyone asks where I went, tell them I went in search of great magics that will help us in the battle circle."

They didn't seem to understand but nodded their heads.  

Alex pulled Nayiri towards her, running her hand through her short black hair.  

"Do you really have to leave?  I was hoping to celebrate the win with you," said Nayiri, the corners of her lips turning down.

"I do, but I'll be back.  Don't worry," she said.

The look on Nayiri's face suggested that would happen regardless.

After a kiss suitable for a short farewell, Alex headed to her hut and logged out.  

 


Chapter Twenty

 

The specialist lived on the west side of the eighth ward in a mixed neighborhood of commercial and apartment buildings.  It was the first time Alex had been in the city by herself, and it'd taken longer than she would have liked to navigate the trains because she had a raging headache.

She assumed it was the alchemical medicine she'd taken, because the stabbing pain in the back of her head hit as she left Gamemakers Hall.  

The crisp autumnal air refreshed Alex and took the worst of the bite from her headache, but she didn't get to enjoy the way the low clouds had caught on the top of the Spire forming a halo around the megastructure because looking into the sky brought eye-clenching pain.

By the time she found the address, a light sweat had formed on her brow and she found it hard to swallow.  

To her surprise, Dr. Althud's practice was beneath an apartment building.  She hobbled down concrete stairs to a blue door with a bronze plaque that read:

 

Dr. Darien Althud

MD, PhD, PPA

General Healer

 

Alex hadn't been to very many doctors, as her mom couldn't afford the health insurance, but placing credentials on the street level seemed strange to her. 

She checked the sheet of paper that Dr. Fairlight had given to her, rereading the double underlined section at the bottom.

Don't let him touch you. 

"What kind of doctor is he?" she asked aloud.

If it weren't for the reputation of Golden Willow, she wouldn't have come given instructions like that, but she'd been warned things would only get tougher.

After rapping her knuckles against the door, Alex waited for an eternity until a voice crackled over a speaker above her head.

"May I help you?" asked the soft voice of who she assumed was the doctor.

"My name is Alexandria Duke.  I'm sorry, I'm late for my appointment by a couple of days.  I've been...out of the country," she said.

"Oh.  Just a moment."

After a couple of minutes, in which Alex wiped the sweat from her forehead twice, the door opened, revealing a robed figure wearing a mask. 

"Good morning, Alexandria," said Dr. Althud, inclining his head as he gestured for her to enter.

Alex felt guilty for the hitch in her step as she had the momentary desire to flee rather than enter.  His white robes, edged with black, completely covered his body, and the hood was fronted with what looked like a fencing mask.  Even his hands were covered in gloves, suggesting that the warning on the bottom of the script was a warning that went both ways.

Dr. Althud led her through a darkened maze of a hallway that turned three times.  On the way she glanced through an open door into a room filled with strange art pieces on pedestals.  The geometry of them reminded her of MC Escher.

The examination room was like a normal doctor's room, complete with the crinkly paper on the table and the plastic sharps disposal box on the wall.  Plaques showcased his various degrees from places like John Hopkins and Stanford.  She flinched when her gaze fell upon one that read "Practitioner of the Psychometric Arts, Miskatonic University."

Dr. Althud rotated his body, following the line of her gaze.  A warm chuckle emanated from behind the mask.  

"That one is a joke certificate from my colleagues at John Hopkins," he said, clasping his hands in front.  "How are we feeling today, Alexandria?"

She swallowed thickly, as her throat felt closed up.  "Just Alex is fine, and a little warm.  Is it hot in here?"

Dr. Althud nodded and adjusted the thermostat on the wall near the door.

"So my understanding is that you have a tumor in your head.  A particularly strange one, at that," said Dr. Althud.  "Is there anything you can tell me about the tumor that may help in its cure?  Any symptoms or other things that may indicate its origin?  I ask because after reviewing the blood work and other tests, I confess I'm a bit baffled.  I've never seen a tumor so foreign to a brain, as if it had come from another person."

Alex hesitated at first, not because she didn't want to explain, but because it sounded flat-out crazy in her head.  

"I...uhm, it is," said Alex, mouth skewed to the side.  "It's my mother's tumor.  I used a spell I learned to transfer it from her to me."

Dr. Althud straightened as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing.  "Oh my, why would you do such a thing?"

The emotions from that day came rushing back, the fear of losing her mother only a few years after her father had died.  The room swam around her.  She felt nauseous.

"I had to save her," said Alex.  "She's all I have left."

"I'm sorry, Alex.  I spoke poorly.  Of course you would want to save your mother.  But why put it in your head?" asked the doctor.

"It was the only one compatible with the tumor.  It had to be mine because we were related, and because I couldn't ask anyone else to take that burden.  Plus, I have health insurance due to the Halls, while she has none," said Alex.

Dr. Althud's gloved hand went to the bottom of the mask where his chin would be—assuming he had a chin.

"Can you tell me about this spell?  It sounds very powerful."

Alex went on to explain Transference and the nodes required to move objects and qualities from one object or person to another.  At a few points, he asked questions, mostly about the mathematics of the nodes.  By the end of her explanation, he was leaning against the sink with his arms crossed, nodding.

"Absolutely fascinating," he said after she was finished.  "And absolutely brilliant, if I might add.  I'm a bit of a mathematics nerd myself, and your insight in using the knitting math to facilitate the transfer was amazing."

"Except for the fact that I have a tumor in my head now," said Alex dryly.

"Yes, of course," said Dr. Althud, standing straight again.  "My apologies at burying the lead.  Your life is at stake."

A wave of exhaustion passed through Alex.  Her chin dipped to her chest as she tried not to fall over.  

She didn’t see him move, but Dr. Althud was standing next to her, holding her up.

"Are you sure you're alright?" he asked, genuine concern in his voice.

"No," she said.  "I feel like warmed-over manticore dung."

"Have you been taking the medicine as instructed?" he asked.

"Always.  I took my latest dose before I came here," she said.  

"Strange, it's almost like you've taken too much," he said.

The exhaustion passed and she was able to sit up again without help.  Though she couldn't see past his mask, she assumed there was a mien of worry based on his body language.

"Will you be able to help me?" she asked.

"I don't know yet," he said.  "But that's why you're here.  I need to find out what's really going on in that head of yours."

"I assume this isn't going to be a typical examination," she said, glancing at the "joke" certificate from his colleagues at John Hopkins.

"You assume correctly," he said, more serious than before.  "I'm going to place my gloved hands on your head.  You may feel a cold presence in your mind.  That will be me.  Please don't resist, it'll only make it harder."

"What will you be doing?" she asked.

"Trying to get a better look at the tumor and how it's connected.  Based on its location, many potential complications could arise, and I need to suss out which ones we need to worry about, and possibly help Dr. Fairlight devise a solution."

"Fair enough," said Alex.

Dr. Althud held up his gloved hands.  "Do I have your consent to place my hands on your head?"

Tepidly, Alex nodded.

Dr. Althud stood between her legs.  He wore a light cologne, but beneath it she smelled a wetness, like a damp cellar.  He placed his hands on her temples.  It felt weird to have him stand so close, so she closed her eyes.

At the moment of entry, a buzz formed in her ears, followed by a sensation of cold air being blown through her head, which triggered a stab so painful that she cried out reflexively.  Bright flashes burst against her closed eyes, followed by more pain.  

Her limbs lost their rigidness and she found herself sliding from the table like an ooze until Dr. Althud blocked her body with his hips.  

The bounds of her consciousness crumbled around her.  It felt like she'd been thrown off a mountain to spin into a formless void.  

Fighting to stay awake, Alex opened her eyes momentarily to see Dr. Althud tugging off his gloves with his teeth.  His skin was pale, purplish, the color of a corpse washed up on the shore after a week at sea.  

Dr. Fairlight's warning echoed through her brittle brain.

Don't let him touch you.

But there was nothing she could do.

Her limbs wouldn't cooperate.  It was like her strings had been cut and her body wouldn't listen to her brain anymore.

Don't let him touch you.

Words bubbled to her lips, formless, exploding on contact with the air.

She tried to stop him from touching her, but she lacked the will to put up any resistance.

As his cold, wet hands touched her forehead, the world exploded in bright flashing lights.  Her chest seized, collapsing until no air remained.

This is dying, right?

Alex's last thought shattered into a million pieces as a curtain of darkness fell over her.


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Her father stood on the path, composite bow slung over his shoulder in a backpack, checking for deer spoor.  He motioned for her to come ahead.

"What do you see, Alex?"

It felt like forever since she'd seen him.  She was barely listening as she absorbed the feeling of standing so close.  His dusty blond hair hung in his face, a light stubble across his jaw.  He always looked like he was about to break out into a smile, excited about whatever he was working on.  She'd always admired his ability to throw himself into his work.

"Did the deer go this way?" he prompted.

She unfocused her eyes, trying not to get attached to any one object in her vision, letting the patterns beneath the chaos jump out.  The leafy green foliage waved softly as stiff winds snuck through the thick forest.

A bent fern to her left drew her notice.  Alex stepped carefully through the undergrowth to find half a hoofprint beneath the leaves.

"This way."  She pointed to the south.  "It left the path, probably to head towards the stream down past the bend."

His eyes lit with pride.  

She wanted to throw her arms around him, but before she could, he moved off the path, away from her.  

"Dad?  Where are you going?" she asked, but he didn't answer.

He kept heading down the hill.  She tried to follow but her legs wouldn't move.

"Dad?  Dad!  Come back!"

She grew dizzy, the forest whirling around her until it melted away, revealing a masked figure in black-and-white robes. 

The edges of her vision were blurry, but Alex could tell she was lying in a room with a painting of a giant sponge on the wall.  

Dr. Althud stood at the foot of her bed.  He was wearing his gloves.

"How are you feeling?" he asked.

"Alive?" she offered before adding, "But generally like thin soup."

"It was close," said Dr. Althud.  "You were suffering from an overdose of medicine."

"Overdose?  But I followed the instructions," said Alex.

"Is there anything you can tell me about your work at Gamemakers Hall?  Maybe something there affected your ability to metabolize the medicine," he said.

As soon as he said it, she knew what had happened.  "Oh, no.  It's the game."

He tilted his hooded head, so she explained how Gamemakers Online worked, at least as much as she understood.

"So you're in suspended animation when you're playing?" he asked.

"Something like that," she said.  "I really don't know what happens to us, but it's like we never left when we return.  Nothing that happens in the game comes back out with us."

"I see," he said.  "Then yes, that's probably why you overdosed on the medicine.  You took three doses but were only out of the game for a week at most.  On the good side, this means you won't need to take the medicine as often, nor will the tumor progress as quickly as we first thought."

"You say that like there is bad news at the center of that shitty candy," said Alex.

He made a noise in his throat.  "You are an astute observer.  While you were out, to help stabilize you, I had to enter your mind.  My apologies, these kinds of deep dives normally come with increasing levels of consent, but you were dying and I felt that you would have agreed."

"You were in my mind?" she asked.  "Why, if it was a medicine issue?"

"I did not know that at the time, and the mind and body are linked.  If there is a mental block, then it could affect the normal healing properties of the body.  In this case, your metabolism was affected, and I was able to coax your body into changing the way it was processing the medicine.  I'm sorry, Alex, I see this is upsetting to you."

She realized she'd been holding her arms across her body defensively.  

He clasped his hands.  "Full disclosure, there were many things that I learned, both physical and psychological.  Would you like to hear about them?"

"I might as well," she said.

"I bring this up because I think it will be useful for you to help form healthy relationships with others.  It seems the loss of your father has greatly impacted your ability to trust others.  While you might enjoy your games because you are good at them, they are also a distraction to keep you from having to form long-term attachments.  I did some research on you, and your renown at being a solo platinum achievement hunter is quite impressive, but I found many instances where you declined memberships of larger groups."

"I don't fear relationships," said Alex.  "I just didn't want to work with stupid people.  I'm much better at solo achievements, and they're worth more money, which is something my mom needed after my dad died."

"All valid points," said Dr. Althud, "and I'm not suggesting this is a serious problem, only that it's something I learned while I was in your head.  But I will point out that having healthy relationships supports a healthy body and mind."

"Duly noted," said Alex.  

"Also, as I said, I explored the tumor."

"Don't keep me waiting, doc," said Alex, feeling like an exposed nerve.

"Sorry, I was formulating how best to say it.  The tumor might have complications during the use of magic," he said.

"What does that mean?"

"If I knew I would tell you, but I can tell you that using magic will be problematic.  The tumor sits in an unusual location, placed there through the use of your transference spell rather than grown.  We have no records of another patient with a tumor like this, so we don't know for certain what's going to happen, but my and Dr. Fairlight's guesses are that it won't be good."

"Do you think it counts while I'm in the game?" she asked.

After a moment of thought he answered, "No, I don't think so based on the reaction of the medicine and the lack of growth in the tumor.  But that suspended animation has a negative side.  It means the medicine can't work on the tumor either, drawing out your care.  It would be best if you could stay out of the game."

"That can't happen," she said.

"Then we'll do the best that we can," he said, offering a deferential nod of the head.

"Speaking of the game, is there anything else I need to do here?  I really need to get back," she said. 

"I would prefer you stay for another few days so I can monitor your health," he said. 

She sat up in bed.  A general panic vibrated through her limbs.  "Another few days?  Wait, how long have I been here?"

"You've been unconscious for a week," said Dr. Althud, "but don't worry, you've been under constant care.  Dr. Fairlight came by twice to check on you."

"A week," she said, thinking about the time that would have passed in the game.  The clan would think she'd abandoned them.  "Crap.  I need to get back to the hall."

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"Extremely," she said.  

"Then I will release you from my care," he said.  "But come back in the spring.  I'll have a better plan of attack with your tumor by then.  And remember, no magic when you're outside of the game.  Even a little bit could be problematic."

When she left his office, a light drizzle had turned the streets cold and wet.  She hurried to the train station, rubbing her arms to stay warm, as she hadn't dressed for the weather, thinking it would only be a routine checkup.  

A week, she thought.  I hope the clan is still there.  

The rain stopped by the time she reached the twelfth ward.  She tried to run back to the hall, but it felt like she hadn't eaten in days.  

When the colorful, pieced-together building came into view, she heard voices from the industrial building to her right.  A guy a little older than her with a loose Afro in a Freeport Games T-shirt and holding a baseball bat came striding towards her.

"Murderer!"

Stunned by the accusation and not quite believing it real, Alex stopped in her tracks.  The guy seemed a little surprised that she'd stopped as well.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw movement, turning her head too late to see a guy and a girl cut her off from reaching Gamemakers.  She was too tired and worn out from spending a week in bed at Dr. Althud's to want to bother with an interruption, but it looked like she wasn't going to get a choice when they surrounded her.  

The girl wore a long black braid.  She looked like the kind of girl who never backed down from a fight, while the second guy had a forehead full of pimples and greasy hair.  

At a glance, she didn't think the three of them intended to hurt her, but she wasn't going to let her guard down either, so she pushed past the first two.  

The girl grabbed Alex's arm. 

"Where do you think you're going?" she asked.

"To my Hall, are you really sure you want to stop me?" asked Alex.

The guy with the baseball bat moved to cut her off.  

"You're not going anywhere," he said.

The girl summoned a hovering ball of fire over her flat palm, a warning to cooperate.  The purplish flame jumped and sputtered as if she lacked the faez to maintain it.

Alex didn't like how quickly things were escalating, so she knocked out the flame with a Wind Gust, immediately regretting the spell based on Dr. Althud's warning.  The girl bunched up her face but didn't attempt a second spell.  If she wasn't a member of a hall, then using faez was a danger to her too.

"If this is a robbery, you're barking up the wrong tree.  I barely had enough cash to make it back to the Hall," said Alex, hoping the demonstration was enough to dissuade them from further threats.

"We don't care about your money," said Mr. Baseball Bat.  "What we care about is what your hall has done with our friends."

"Done with your friends?" asked Alex.  "I think you've played one too many LARPs.  We're probably the smallest hall in the university.  The only thing we're hurting is the property value in the ward."

The pimple-faced guy snorted.  

"Shut up, Doug," said Mr. Baseball Bat. 

"Piss off, Andre," said Doug. "Clearly she doesn't know anything."

"You called me a murderer," said Alex.  "You think someone was murdered here?"

Andre shifted on his feet.  "We don't know what happened, but two of our friends came here at the invite of a Professor Marzio, and we haven't seen them since."

Alex realized she had her hands up as if she were going to cast another spell.  She let them drop to her sides.  The news about Marzio recruiting non-halled mages was disconcerting.

"Let me guess, he offered a chance to play the hardest game in the world," said Alex.

"Yeah, how'd you know?" asked Andre.

"Because I joined the Hall on the same promise," said Alex.  "Where did he find you?"

"We hang out at Freeport Games.  One day, your professor came strolling in, found us in back, and offered a chance to play the hardest game in the world.  Hayden and Isla jumped at it.  They came here last October and we haven't seen them since," said Andre.

Alex scratched the back of her head.  "I'm sure they're fine.  They're probably in Gamemakers Online.  That's where I've been most of the last year and a half myself.  You could easily get lost in it for years if you wanted to."

"Really?" asked Doug.

"You can't seriously think we'd buy that shit," said the girl.  "It's not just our friends that have disappeared, we've heard of other kids disappearing."

"Come on, Miranda, let's at least give her a chance," said Andre.  "It's not like anyone else has stopped to talk to us."

"It might help if you didn't skulk out of the shadows with a baseball bat," said Alex.

"I wasn't skulking," said Andre.

"I didn't say you were good at it," said Alex.

"Ouch," said Andre.

Miranda moved into her space.  "Look, we don't care what your stupid hall does in there, but please just tell us where our friends are."

"I'm telling you the truth.  When I go in there, I'll be entering Gamemakers Online.  It's like the Second Year Contest, except an expansive and immersive world.  It's also the hardest game I've ever played.  And I didn't know that people from outside the hall were in the game, unless Marzio uses people to help test the content or something."

"He did say it was for testing," said Andre.

"For a whole year?" asked Miranda. 

"Good point, but are you sure they haven't come out?" asked Alex.

"We were in the middle of a kick-ass D&D campaign," said Andre.  "They wouldn't leave without finishing it."

"I don't know," said Alex.  "Once you've been inside Gamemakers, you might revise that.  I sort of forget that it's not really real."

This news softened their expressions.  

"That real?" asked Doug.

"As real as it is right now, but with stats and character overlays," said Alex.

Andre leaned on the bat.  "Makes me kinda wish I'd taken him up on the offer."

"Tell me, how many people do you see coming and going?" she asked.

"Not many, really.  You, that redheaded girl, a few others," said Andre.

"See.  Everyone is in the game.  There's little time for anything else."  Alex paused.  "What did he offer as a reward for playing?" 

"We don't know since he said we'd have to sign a nondisclosure first," said Andre.  

"Look," said Alex, "I promise you nothing weird is going on.  It's a game.  A really difficult and immersive one, but a game nonetheless.  But I'll promise you this.  The next time I see Professor Marzio, I'll ask him about your friends.  Or maybe I'll run into them in game."

Andre pulled out a piece of paper and a pen from a back pocket and wrote down a number, which he gave to Alex.  "If you find out about them, call me.  When we're not here watching the Hall, we're usually at Freeport Games."

She put the paper in her front pocket.  "Next time I get out, I'll give you a call, even if it's to say I haven't learned anything, but it'll be a while.  I've got a lot to do."

"Thanks...thanks for stopping," said Andre.

"Glad I can help clear things up," said Alex, taking a step towards the hall, forcing Miranda to move out of her way.

"Good luck in the game," said Doug cheerily, receiving a punch from Miranda for it.

As she pushed through the threshold of Gamemakers Hall, Alex tried to make sense of the new information.  While she believed that it was likely nothing weird was going on, it wasn't like she had proof that the opposite wasn't true.  

Deciding she could spare a few extra minutes outside of the game, Alex checked on Professor Marzio's office only to find he wasn't there, or at least wasn't answering.

Alex returned to the obsidian cube that would lead her back into Gamemakers Online.  After settling down on a pile of pillows, she placed her hand on the cool stone and let the faez flow...

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

As soon as Alex returned to Bravebear camp she knew something was wrong.  

It had a thinner feeling as if the vibrance of the place had been stolen away.  She dug her chipped fingernails into her palms.  Two weeks had passed in the game, which meant anything could have happened.

Most of all, she noticed the silence.  When she'd left, steel slamming together rang through the air like wedding bells.  Now, she heard a few grunts from the other side of the tents, but no large-scale battles.

Checking the sun's location, she determined it was afternoon.  The team should have been battling against each other.  

Alex jogged to the practice grounds to find Mancalf slapping a stuffed canvas bag.  Sweat dripped from his chin.  He was in the middle of a forehand slap when he saw her.  

"Alex!" he said, eyes wide as he ran up to her.  "I knew you'd come back."

"Which suggests others did not," said Alex, her lips flat with worry.

Mancalf used the inside of his arm to wipe the sweat from his face.  

"I'm sorry, it's been rough since you left," said Mancalf.

"What happened?" asked Alex.

"When Huntress showed up for a clan battle, we fought and lost.  The Fighting Serpents came next.  They refused to battle us without a battleleader, and eventually convinced some of the members to leave," said Mancalf.

Alex put a hand to her forehead and massaged the tension building in her temples.  She almost hated to ask but she needed to know the damage.

"How many?"

"Ten left, including Atticus Laine and Andreque the Bold.  We probably would have lost more had it not been for the clan battle with Rivertwins.  Everyone was hopeful that you'd come back soon, but that hope left us a few days ago.  No one has been training since," said Mancalf.

"I didn't mean to be gone that long," said Alex, "but there's nothing we can do about that now.  Where's Sophia or Nayiri?"

"Probably in the longhouse," said Mancalf.

When they entered the structure, she had to blink hard to get her eyes to adjust.  The fires had burned to low coals.  

Before she could see who was in the longhouse, she heard a voice from the other side.

"She's back!" said Sophia, running up.  "We thought...we were worried that..."

Tears glistened in the fierce warrior's eyes.  

"No need to worry, I'm back now.  Mancalf has been explaining the damage.  Losing Atticus and Andreque is a big loss, but we'll recover," said Alex.

Sophia glanced to Mancalf, the corners of her lips creasing downward.  

"What?" asked Alex, sensing there was more bad news.

Mancalf held his hands up.  "I didn't want to have to tell her everything."

Sophia's shoulders dipped before she forcibly straightened them.  

"Umber Redhold left the clan to join the Fighting Serpents.  He took his gear and most of the weapons with him.  The only things left are the beat-up pieces of junk that we spar with," she explained.

Alex wandered over to the fire and plopped down on a bench, putting her face in her hands.  After allowing herself a minute of self-pity, she sat back up and checked the clan morale.  It was down to Awful, which meant they were getting hit with a -30% penalty.

"Do you have any good news for me?" she asked.

The shared expression from Mancalf and Sophia gave her the answer.  She was about to get up to look for Nayiri when she burst through the hide covering with a darkly clothed figure behind her.

"Hey, look who's back," said Nayiri, gesturing towards Sorrow, before finally noticing Alex.  Her face went through contortions.  Alex caught excitement, but also concern.  

"I thought you'd left me," whispered Nayiri.

"I'm sorry, to all of you.  I didn't mean to be gone that long," Alex said as she stood.  "An unexpected problem sidelined me from returning, but now I'm back."

Nayiri approached, but stayed a comfortable distance away.

"I'm sorry, Sorrow.  You deserve a better homecoming than this," said Alex, appraising him in the dim light.  "But you look good, the travel must suit you."

On the surface, he looked the same—wild black hair, smudged eye color, an outfit straight out of the goth handbook—but he seemed less twitchy than before as if the travel had worn off the rough edges.  

"Oh yes, fearless Battleleader, I'm wholly suited to dragging these poor, tortured feet across the plains, which I might add are the opposite of flat, but I suppose that the Hills of Warsong aren't as sexy, but whatever," he said, flipping his hand into the air.

"Or I guess you could just be tired, but either way, good to have you back," said Alex.  "How are the other clans?"

"Wonderful. I've made friends and enemies across the plains, but there's no need to ask me, you'll find out soon enough.  Once I convinced a few of them to come, the rest were moving this way before I even reached them.  They're all coming here to battle," said Sorrow.

"What?  They're all coming here?" asked Alex.

Sorrow scrunched up his mouth.  "I recall that was your request.  Have them lined up as far as the eye can see.  Or was it opposite day when you gave me that instruction?"

Alex leaned her head back.  "No.  No.  You've done great.  It's just we've had some complications since you left."

"She abandoned us for two weeks and half the clan left," said Mancalf.

"I didn't abandon," said Alex.  "I was indisposed, but whatever, none of that matters now because we're going to fight them."

"With what?" asked Sophia.  "Between the crappy weapons and the basement-level morale, our damage will be halved."

Alex paced away, before coming straight back to Sorrow.  Before she could open her mouth, he said, "No.  Nope.  No way.  I'd rather swim in a latrine than enter the circle again.  And you promised me."

She nodded.  "You're right.  I won't ask you.  But I've got to figure something out."

"We need a blacksmith is what we need," said Nayiri, holding up a nicked dagger.  "These fly through the air like an epileptic pig."

"Wait a second," said Alex, putting her hands to her mouth.  "I know a blacksmith, well, maybe not a blacksmith, but I know how to get better weapons.  I don't know why I didn't think of this before."

They shared glances, before resting their gazes on her as if they'd thought she'd gone mad.

"I know the best possible weapon maker in the realms," said Alex.  

Nayiri tilted her head.  "Who?"

Alex let a broad smile break across her face.

"Me."

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

It was a miracle the rope she'd used to descend the cliff on the Warped Forest side remained where she'd left it.  She thought it might have fallen off or rotted, but there it lay against the rough stone, nestled between patches of wall-climbing ivy.  

"We're going up there?" asked Blaze, pointing a finger upward while arching his eyebrows.

"We are," she said, craning her neck while protecting her eyes from the bright sunlight.

"But we could die up there," said Blaze.  

Her stomach tightened.  She didn't know how death worked for NPCs outside of the Plains of Warsong.

"There shouldn't be an issue with this many of us," said Alex.

She'd taken over half the clan with her, figuring the chance to increase their skills would be worth it.  And the numbers would ensure that no one would die.  It'd been a surprise to her that she could invite all fourteen clan members into a group, but maybe that was a benefit of being the battleleader.

As she checked back with them, she was surprised by the flat expressions, the hunched foreheads.  

"Come on, live a little," said Alex.  "You die every day."

"We're defeated, we don't die," said Sophia, uncharacteristic worry in her gaze.

"Well I'm going up," said Alex, putting her hands around the first knot on the rope.  "If you want to help the clan win in the battle circle, you'll follow, but I'm not waiting anymore."

Before she could pull herself up the first knot, Nayiri said, "I'm not going.  I can't go."

Her arms were crossed.  She looked on the verge of tears.  

"You don't have to go if you don't want to," said Alex, though she was disappointed.  They'd barely talked since she'd returned to the clan.  There'd been a latent tension between them in the weeks before, but being gone had widened that gulf.

Alex's heart sagged when Nayiri crossed the meandering stream to return to the Plains of Warsong.

"Anyone else?" asked Alex.

No one moved, so she began climbing.  After an hour, everyone reached the verdant forest...except it wasn't as green and vibrant as she remembered.  Alex pulled out her whip, pushing through the undergrowth, with the others following closely behind.

She'd conjured them a pile of nets, so everyone had a net thrown over their shoulder in addition to their weapon, which made traveling through the thick forest a challenge as everyone's nets kept getting hung up on leafy branches.  

After a hundred meters, the foliage thinned out and the soil became sandier.  Alex dug into the ground with the toe of her sandal, bringing up pale sand mixed with the loamy soil.  

As she set off to move again, the forest ahead exploded, trees upending with roots flinging in all directions.  A dark, massive figure climbed from the earth, vaguely humanoid, but certainly dangerous.

 

Basaltanage, Warped Elemental, Level 15

 

Her fellow gladiators recoiled at the rocky beast's approach, but Alex stepped in the way, snapping her whip across the black orbs that suggested eyes on the elemental's head.  She barely had time to consider the change from warped animal to warped elemental, as the elemental raised its fist to smash her.  

The Whip Tricks briefly mesmerized the elemental, enough that her band of gladiators could throw their nets over the creature.  If it'd only been one or two nets, the Basaltanage would have broken through, but with ten of them draped over the stone-made creature, it couldn't move.

"It's a Shambling Blanket Mound," said Alex, quirking a grin, but receiving nothing but blank stares.  "What?  Nobody else got that?"  She sighed.  "Hold this thing still while I do my work."

After analyzing the Basaltanage with faez to determine the nodes, Alex pointed towards the sandals on Mancalf's feet.  

"Hand me those," she said.

"What are you doing?" he asked as he pulled them off one at a time, throwing them next to Alex as the mound of nets quivered.  The other gladiators rocked back and forth as the elemental tried to break free, but there were too many of them compared to the single creature.

Alex ignored Mancalf and got right to work.  It'd been some time since she'd cast the Transference spell, but as she worked, she fell into the familiar rhythms.  When she finished the spell, she was rewarded with a bright flash of light.

 

You have received: Earthheart Sandals

You have gained a skill point: +1 Devious Device

 

The pile of nets collapsed without an elemental holding them up, which brought the clan towards her to see what she had wrought.  

"Sweet," said Blaze, leaning over her shoulder to examine the pair of thick black sandals in her hands.  "What do they do?"

 

Item: Earthheart Sandals

AC: 15 ׀ 75/75 Durability

Activated Effect: Immovable Object.  

When triggered, wearer cannot be moved from their spot for one minute.  

Special Attribute: Creates double gravity effect in a 15-foot radius that only affects enemies

For your ton-of-fun friends

 

"Whoa," said Blaze, "that's crazy."

Alex threw them to Mancalf.  "Congrats.  Here's your first magical item."

Mancalf hugged them to his tanned chest, eyes watering with excitement.  "Thank you, Alex."

"May you hug them and squeeze them, but please don't call them George," she said.

"I didn't know we had such a weirdo as our battleleader," said Blaze with an eyebrow raised.  

"You have no idea," said Alex, feeling rejuvenated by the successful item creation.  "Now let's make some bad-ass weapons and armor for the battle circle."

The clan spent the rest of the day moving through the zone, which had changed from a prismatic forest to a sandy biome.  They fought morphlings, stonechimeras, squallpanthers, and all manner of warped elementals.  None of the beasts gave them much trouble, and though she gained no experience, her clan did, as nearly everyone leveled once.  

For Sophia, Alex created a massive blade called the Steel Morphling that could morph into other weapons with a thought.  

 

Quest Completed: Upgrade the weapons for Sophia Lionheart

You have gained experience: 2,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 20 CPs

 

For Blaze, she devised Bracers of the Mirage from a desert elemental called a sandervish, which would help him against ranged attacks.    

By the time they were done, she'd made at least one magical item for every fighting member of the clan and a few extra to change up tactics.  Not all of them were extremely useful like the Dancing Scimitar that refused to lay still and shimmied through the air doing an invisible two-step until Mancalf tackled the blade so Alex could throw it into her Handysack, but both Minor Creation and Devious Device reached tier two, which would make them more effective in the future.

When they returned to camp, the sun had crossed the amber plains, setting the horizon to blaze.  Though her time in Warsong Plains had been challenging, it'd come with brilliant sunsets and spectacular night skies.

Sorrow met them at the longhouse, a mug of ale in his hand and a glazed look in his eyes.  Alex threw him a pair of black leather pants, which hit the ground when he fumbled to catch them.

"I didn't know you knew my size," said Sorrow.

"Thin and cynical," said Alex. "Try them on, I think you'll like them."

Much to the surprise of everyone but Alex, Sorrow yanked off his trousers, revealing an born to breathe lifestyle.  His long tunic hid most everything, but Alex caught the women gladiators, and a few of the men, ogling him.

After struggling to pull them up, an act requiring a lot of hopping from foot to foot as he grunted, the Black Leather Pants of Lasciviousness slipped to around his waist.  In pure rock-star fashion, Sorrow strutted around the firepit, though Alex wasn't sure if he were preening for their benefit, or the tightness of the front required the bow-legged waggle.  

 

Item: Black Leather Pants of Lasciviousness

AC: 6 ׀ 140/140 Durability

+5 Charisma

Activated Effect: Uncomfortable Distraction.  

When triggered, those nearby cannot help but stare at the gorgeous, tight leather pants.  

Bulge not included

 

Alex certainly could have used the additional Charisma, but the effect and tightness of the leather pants suggested they'd be better suited for Sorrow.  

"I would say thank you, but you would have given them to me regardless," said Sorrow drolly.

"You're welcome," she said.

 Before she could say anything else, he said, "And this is where you ask me to do stuff."

"You're catching on," she replied.  "I need you to welcome the clans as they arrive and invite the battleleaders to the longhouse in three days' time."

He raised an eyebrow.  "I assume this means I can't stay here and get drunk tonight?"

"You can get drunk in their camps and puke in their fires if you want, but deliver that message," she said.

Sorrow saluted her before weaving out of the longhouse.  

She'd hoped to talk to Nayiri when she returned, and give her the daggers she'd made for her, but she was nowhere to be found.  After giving instructions to Sophia about the next day's clan preparation, Alex returned to the battleleader's hut to finish applying the CPs she'd earned before she overdosed on cancer potions.

With 936 CPs to apply to the Bravebear clan, she knew she had to improve their overall effectiveness through clan level and morale, rather than level up any individual gladiators.  It was the highest value per CP ratio she could determine.  As much as she wanted to level her individual warriors or give them abilities, it cost too much per improvement to justify.  She'd just have to make do with outsmarting her opponents.

Alex sank 500 CPs into leveling Bravebear to Clan 3, which increased overall effectiveness from 10% to 15%.  This increased damage, hit points, and powers.  Next, Alex upgraded the tents to group houses, complete with cots and other amenities like washbasins.  It felt like a waste to spend her CPs on living quarters, but the increase in morale was immediate, as they returned to Poor morale.  This cost 300 CPs, which was a bargain for the 10% improvement in clan effectiveness.  

Finally, she upgraded the rickety longhouse to a sturdy longhouse.  The description included a heavy-duty door rather than a hide covering, a higher roof, which vented the smoke from the fires better, and side rooms for council meetings.  She had a secondary purpose for the bigger longhouse, and it wasn't just for morale.  

When the clans arrived, she'd need a bigger place for her teams to practice without giving away their tactics.  And she thought the bigger building would be more impressive for the meeting of the clans.  

Finished with the assignment of the conquest points, Alex left the hut in search of Nayiri.  The battleleader hut sat on the eastern crown of the hill, giving her a good view.  The gold and crimson remnants of the sunset lingered on the horizon.  Alex caught the hint of movement in the shadows beneath the hill, and went to investigate.

A rocky spring surrounded by boulders and a thicket of bushes lay at the bottom of the valley.  Alex jogged down the path to find an attractive man with pale skin, bone-white hair, and startling gray eyes throwing stones into the pool of water.

He hadn't seen Alex coming, and he startled to panic, nearly falling over his feet as he rushed away from the pond to disappear around the dense grove.  She hurried after him, but when she reached the spot he'd been standing she couldn't find a trace of him.  

Alex circled the spring, but he was nowhere to be found.  After being repelled by the thick foliage, she returned to the camp. 

Nayiri was waiting for her in the hut, lying half-naked in the furs, leaning on her elbow.

"Where have you been all day?" asked Alex, cringing at the accusation in her own voice.  

"Practicing my daggers," said Nayiri.

Alex sat on the edge of the furs and put her hand on Nayiri's calf.  She looked flushed, her skin blotchy red.  

"Is something wrong?" asked Nayiri.

"I found someone lurking near the camp.  A spy, perhaps, but I couldn't find them again," said Alex.

Nayiri stared back blankly.

When Alex hopped up to grab the daggers she'd made, Nayiri jumped slightly.  "I almost forgot, I brought you a gift from the Warped Forest."

She presented the twin daggers to Nayiri, who'd sat up.  The silver and gold handles suggested the multi-headed beast that it'd come from: lions, goats, and serpents.  Alex ran her thumb over the lion's head that graced the pommel before handing it over.  The matching blade had a snake head.

"They're beautiful," Nayiri said breathlessly.  

 

Item: Twin Daggers of the Chimera

Dmg: 40-55 ׀ 115/115 Durability

+4 Agility and +4 Cunning

Special Effect: Unfortunate Morphing (Small chance to transform enemies when striking with both daggers)

Results not guaranteed

 

Alex pushed the hair away from Nayiri's eyes and ran her fingers along her cheek.  

"I hoped you'd like them.  I knew they were for you as soon as I made them," said Alex.

A strange confliction rested in Nayiri's eyes, which almost drew Alex to ask a question, but she didn't want to ruin the moment.  The day had been long enough, and she only wanted to curl up with Nayiri to sleep.

But Nayiri had other ideas, gently setting the daggers on the ground before pulling Alex into the furs with a hungry kiss that sent shivers out the back of her knees.  

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

The longhouse was packed with battleleaders, who stayed in small knots chatting quietly.  The tension in the room remained as a low-level buzz in the back of her hearing.  Everyone was sizing up their fellow battleleaders, though few gazes rested upon her, which she hoped was overconfidence, or at least an underestimation of her.

Not all the clans of the Western Plains had arrived, but every battleleader had hurried ahead with a small contingent for the Gathering.  Before addressing them, she spent the time to analyze each one, checking for clan level.  

A heavyset woman named Judith the Crusher with powerful thighs and fists that looked like they were made for breaking stone led the Falling Phoenix clan, which was at level 8, the highest amongst them.  She had a touch of gray in her hair and wrinkles around her eyes.  Alex had a sense that despite her powerful build, it wasn't her skill in the battle circle that she would have to watch out for.  

The Silent Lion clan was the next closest, at level 7. They were led by Bluehand Diredane, a lanky fellow with a face-swallowing beard.

Alex saw familiar faces in the crowd.  Rinvet Oldhome and Bythelia the Breaker, who led the Angry Owls and Rivertwins respectively.  

She was about to call the meeting to order when the door burst wide open.  All heads rotated towards the massive figure that blotted out the light.  

Tormane the Tower strolled into the longhouse.  Alex couldn't help but gasp when she analyzed him, finding him at the head of Mystical Hawks, a level 6 clan.  The former Bravebear marched straight over to Bythelia, clasping hands with her before smirking in Alex's direction.

"I should have guessed that piece of dung would eventually turn up," said Alex to Sophia, who was standing by her side.  "Any ideas how he got his own clan so quickly?"

Sophia's hunched forehead told the tale.  "I...I don't know."

"Friends in high places, I guess," said Alex, thinking about the implications.  This was going to be harder than she thought.

Before she climbed onto her throne, she whispered to Sophia, "Showtime."

Standing above them drew the gazes of every person in the longhouse, but unlike the moments when she had her own clan's attention, the assembled stared back flatly, clearly trying to take the measure of her.  She hoped to disappoint their expectations.

"Greetings, fellow Battleleaders," said Alex.  "Thank you for making the arduous journey.  It is with great joy that we gather to battle in the circle for who will be the greatest among us and represent the Western Plains in the Arena of the Gods."

In the silence afterwards, Alex almost expected someone to yell, "Get on with it, newb!"

Alex held her sigh behind clenched teeth.  "Since it seems you all wish to get back to your clans to prepare them for the coming battles, we should get straight to the point.  I hereby challenge the clans before me in a Grand Tournament."

 

Quest Offered: Win the Grand Tournament of the Western Plains (500,000 XP / 50,000 CP) [Y/N]

 

The size of the reward made her smile.  She'd been worried that she would have to store up CPs rather than spend them on her clan to qualify for the Champions Competition, but the reward for winning the tournament was equal to the qualifying amount.  

The experience boost was a bonus as well, considering that she was only level 22 and many of her competitors were of a much higher level.  She could only imagine that would be worse in the Arena of the Gods.

After she swiped yes on the quest, Bythelia the Breaker stepped forward, raising her hand to get everyone's attention.  A stone formed in Alex's gut, and though she didn't know why, she assumed she would find out soon enough.

"I propose that this year's tournament is winner take all.  Any clan may challenge another, but you can only win as many gladiators as you have in your clan," said Bythelia.

As Alex reeled with the implications, Sophia whispered upward, "This is bad, the higher-level clans can challenge you right away.  We won't have time to be ready before then."

There were other problems with this situation.  Clearly the other clans had planned it out ahead of time, because everyone responded with an "Aye" immediately.

Alex crouched down.  "How do you challenge another clan?"

 

Quest Updated: Win the Grand Tournament of the Western Plains (500,000 XP / 50,000 CP) 

Quest Chain I: Challenge another clan to battle and win the match (10,000 XP / 1,000 CP)

 

As she waited for Sophia's answer, she spied Judith the Crusher of the Falling Phoenix clan striding towards her, a terrible grin hidden behind a calm façade.

"You only have to say the words, I challenge you," said Sophia as if it were common knowledge.

With no regard for grace, Alex leapt off the throne, racing towards the nearest clan leader.  The dwarven-looking battleleader with a rusty beard looked up from his conversation, surprise rounding his eyes.

"I...uhm," sputtered Graven the Gray, leader of the Harmonious Rats.

"I challenge you," Alex said to Graven the Gray as Judith stopped right next to her, words poised on her lips.

Graven's gaze flitted to Judith, a wordless apology contained within a flinch before his reply.

"As custom demands, I accept your challenge," said Graven, who had an appropriately gravelly voice.

He met her handshake reluctantly, closing his eyes momentarily as Judith growled and stormed away.  

"You should give up now," said Graven.  "Save yourself a lot of heartache.  There's no way you can win this tournament.  It's stacked against you."

She wanted to spit out a pithy reply like "don't tell me the odds" or "I never back down from a challenge," but the weight of the situation kept her lips closed.  If this were only a game, one in which she could fail without consequence, her reply would have seared off Graven's beard.  But for the first time in a long time, the reality of her situation set in.  If she failed to win the Grand Tournament, she wouldn't reach level 40, and she'd get kicked out of the Hundred Halls and lose her health insurance, which would mean no more treatments for the cancer that would eventually take her life.  

When she didn't reply, Graven grunted and along with the other battleleaders, left the longhouse.  Sophia came up to Alex and touched her on the arm.  

"Are you okay?" she asked.

The concern in Sophia's eyes reminded Alex of herself, when her mother had had a long day at the diner and looked soul thin, and she would ask the same question.  

Alex had never felt pity for herself—she'd been graced with an intellect that could slice through diamond—but the circumstances around her upbringing had never lacked difficulties.  For once, she would have liked a challenge that didn't require her to do pirouettes across a razor wire above a pit of sharks.  It would have been nice to have things handed to her on a silver platter, take a vacation from her own life.  

Echoing her own mother's words in those situations, Alex said with a wistful smile, "I'll be fine...just having a moment of weakness."

Sophia squeezed her arm in an empathetic way that Alex thought no NPC could.

"It's okay if you fail," said Sophia.  "The Champions Tournament isn't everything."

Alex watched her fellow battleleaders file from the longhouse, the occasional glance in her direction containing no fraternity, only animosity.

"I wish that was true."

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

The clan battle against Harmonious Rats took place the next day, a fact that Alex had relished because she'd thrown herself into planning, which had allowed her to forget about the moment of weakness she'd had in the longhouse.  Part of her wondered if she could keep up the pace for long, but she decided it didn't matter.  She'd keep going, keep pushing for as long as she could, until she couldn't.  That's all she could do, no more.

For the Grand Tournament, a new battle circle had been constructed at the crown of a nearby hill.  The fighting area had been expanded and ringed with a low stone wall, three feet high.  Surrounding the makeshift arena were bleachers that were only partially built by the time it was time for their match, which was the first of the tournament.

The sun was warm and the gnats were out, forcing Alex to keep slapping the back of her neck.  She gathered her clan in the field behind the battle circle.

"Does everyone remember their instructions?  We only get three fights, so we want to make sure they count," said Alex.

"I do," said Blaze, "but I still don't understand why we're all not using our new magical weapons and armor."

"This tournament is going to be long and arduous, and we're going to have to beat clans that are more powerful than us.  We can't use up all our secrets on the first pass," she said.

Nayiri slipped one of her daggers from its sheath and twirled it across her palm before holding it still.  "Then why are you letting me use these?"

"There's really no secret to them.  They deal damage, maybe do some other crazy effects," said Alex.

Nayiri lifted one shoulder in a shrug, but Alex saw through the faux lack of care.  That morning she'd found Nayiri sitting outside the hut with both daggers lying in the dirt, staring at them as if they might bite her.  

Her girlfriend was clearly hiding something, and Alex had no time to figure it out with the Grand Tournament on the cusp.  

"Let's battle," said Alex, nodding to everyone as they strode to the circle.

After the ceremonial beginning, Alex sent herself, Blaze, and three shield warriors in for the first match.  They were opposed by a gnarly group of mixed fighters that looked like they'd crawled out of a cutthroat pirate's den.  

The Harmonious Rats positioned themselves at the halfway point in the circle, looking ready to rush across to engage them as soon as the match started.  They were a mix of levels between 24 and 26, which would be problematic for their low damage.

Alex positioned her three shield warriors a short distance away from the line with Blaze standing behind them.  She stood behind the fire mage with her whip in hand.

The way the Rats motioned towards the shield warriors and spoke in low voices about Blaze suggested they knew what to expect from him.  Clearly they'd heard about how she'd been using Blaze in the battle circle.  

When the match began, the Rats rushed forward, expecting a skirmish with the shield warriors, but not positioning themselves in a way they could be trapped by the shield warriors and turned into gladiator-kabobs.  They probably thought that they could overwhelm them in short order and then move to cut down the mage.

Her shield warriors were down to half hit points within the first ten seconds of battle.  Alex let them completely engage before signaling to Blaze.  

Standing a good ten feet back from the skirmish line, Blaze ignited his conflagration ability, turning into a living bonfire.  The Rats, flinching momentarily, followed that up with laughing smiles, suggesting they thought the mage had misfired.

Alex put more than their expectations to the flame when she cast Wind Gust, turning the stationary bonfire into a raging wildfire that rolled across the dusty circle torching friend and foe alike.  By the time it was finished, her shield warriors were down and the Rats were at 10 to 25% health.  

Blaze, clad in nothing but chainmail underwear, and Alex, using her ranged spells, quickly defeated the remaining Rats in short order.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Harmonious Rats – 1 win 

You have gained conquest points: 38 CP

You have gained a skill point: +1 Wind Gust

 

When the battle was over, she caught the searing look from Judith towards Graven.  He looked ready to scuttle into a hole.  

Alex had a good idea who was going into the next battle, so she placed the appropriate stones into the bag.  Sophia had been disappointed that she wasn't going to get to fight against the Rats, but Alex had other more important duties for her.  

The next battle pitted Nayiri, Mancalf, two ranged, and a healer against Graven the Gray, three warriors with shields and long spears, and a healer.  Graven carried a huge warhammer that looked like it could break concrete.  

The three opposing shield and spear warriors positioned themselves to attack Mancalf while protecting the healer from the ranged.  Mancalf stood exactly fifteen feet back from the center line, while Nayiri and the two ranged stayed near the back of the circle.

When the match began, the Rats advanced, stepping forward with their shields high and spears ready to thrust, but they stumbled as they hit Mancalf's double gravity field.  Graven himself had skirted wide around Mancalf to attack the ranged, which meant he'd unintentionally avoided the difficult terrain.  

As the shield Rats tried to reckon with this new pull on their limbs, Nayiri and the ranged sent their arrows and daggers at a weird angle that normally would have meant a clear miss.  But they'd been practicing in the longhouse with Mancalf, learning how to use his gravity like a lens to fire their missiles around targets.  

The healer, readying a spell to protect the shield Rats, took a face full of hits.  Before he could think to move out of the way, another volley came streaking towards him.  The vulnerability of their healer broke their line, as one of them tried to rush back to help, but it was too late, the healer was down before he could get his shield in the way to help.

As the Rats' side broke down, Graven rushed the ranged, but Nayiri met him halfway, dancing around his brutal, overhand blows that fortunately rained upon the dirt rather than the nimble Bravebear.

Alex's gaze flitted between Mancalf's battle with the shield Rats and Nayiri's duel against Graven.  There was so much to watch on the battlefield, she almost missed the moment when Nayiri, having been hit by a glancing blow from the warhammer, shimmered like a mirage.  

One moment, her hair was jet black, the next it was bone white.  Alex blinked and Nayiri was back to her normal look, which made Alex wonder if she'd really seen it.

A quick glance into the crowd showed that a few others had witnessed the change, but their deep frowns suggested they didn't understand what it meant.  

Alex, on the other hand, had a partial idea of what was going on, which meant she needed to have a talk with Nayiri after the match.  

She was so busy thinking about what to say, she almost didn't notice the match was over until a wall of text filled her vision.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Harmonious Rats – 2 wins

Quest Completed: Win the clan battle with Harmonious Rats

Quest Chain II: Challenge another clan to battle and win the match (15,000 XP / 1,500 CP)

+200 Renown for Bravebear Clan

+38 Morale for Bravebear Clan

You have gained experience: 10,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 1,325 CP

You have reached level 23!

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

 

With the battle won, her clan had doubled in size and she'd gained a new level.  A menu appeared, allowing her to pick from the Harmonious Rats.  She was busy pursuing the options, when Judith the Breaker appeared.  The massive woman looked like she had caught a burglar in the loot chest and was ready to deal the killing blow.

"I challenge you," said Judith, hands on her wide hips.

Alex stared back with a flat smile, waiting for the leader of the Fallen Phoenix to realize what had happened.

"I don't understand," said Judith, looking around as if the answer might suddenly appear.

"I've already challenged another clan, the Death Frogs, to be exact," said Alex.

"But you haven't left this spot," said Judith, frowning.

Alex winked.  "I had my right-hand woman do the inviting.  Funny how it works like that.  You can set your clan up however you like."

Thwarted again, Judith growled and marched away, knocking over gladiators as if they were merely straw.  

"That was interesting," said Sophia, who had returned.

"We won't be able to avoid her forever, but maybe by the time we fight we'll be ready," said Alex.

Sensing that someone was watching her, she turned her head, to find Tormane the Tower staring from nearby.  His cold glare gave her the shivers.  Even though she'd defeated him twice, facing him a third time worried her.  She'd gained his ultimate animosity, which suggested he would go to great lengths to defeat her.  

"I have some work to do," she told Sophia.  "Stay here and watch the next clan battles.  We need to learn as much as we can about our potential opponents."


Chapter Twenty-Six 

 

Back in the battleleader hut, Alex pulled up her menus.  First, she threw her three ability points into Cunning.  Next she had to figure out where to assign CPs and select her new clan members.  The first task was straightforward as she leveled the clan to 4, which would increase their overall effectiveness by 5%.  That left 399 CPs to assign in other areas.  

Assuming that she'd get to fill in some holes in her team with the additions from Harmonious Rats, Alex decided to maximize her current gladiators.  She spent 225 CPs on getting Nayiri, Sophia, and Blaze to rank 3; and another 150 CPs leveling up her 2 healers and 1 ranged to rank 3.

She could have saved some CPs for the new group, but she didn't trust them, nor did they understand the tactics she'd been training her side in.  The trust issue was the bigger problem.  As she'd seen with Tormane, just because someone was in her clan, that didn't mean they had to act in the clan's best interest.  

Alex planned on talking to Zelda about the problem to see if the wisewoman had any ideas on how to vet her new warriors, but first she had to pick from the Harmonious Rats clan.  

As she scoured the list, she realized that she didn't get to select the same number of gladiators, but the sum total of her current rank.  Since most of her side was of low rank, it meant she was only going to get to claim a dozen new warriors.  Also, she couldn't take any that were a higher level than her clan level, which made that a high priority for increasing it so she could cherry pick the best gladiators as she defeated the other clans.

She settled on taking a mix of rank 1 gladiators, including some mages and rogues, two general classes that she hadn't any of, deciding that the best rank level to CP conversion was to take the classed gladiators, since it cost 200 CPs to give someone a class.  

There were no unique classes in the Harmonious Rats, which made her wonder about how they were chosen.  If the other clans had minimal numbers of them it would be fortunate, because they added new elements into the battle that couldn't be accounted for.  But she knew that was wishful thinking, because Tormane had been the Destructor class, which meant there were others out there like him.

Around the time she was finished selecting from Harmonious Rats, Nayiri entered the hut, but as soon as she saw Alex, she turned to leave as if she'd thought the place would be empty.

"Nayiri, wait," said Alex, restraining her hands from reaching out towards her.

With the door half open, Nayiri turned partially.  Her eyes were covered in shadow.  "I'm sorry to bother you."

"You're not bothering me," said Alex with Dr. Althud's comment about relationships lingering in her mind.  "I wanted to talk to you."

Nayiri's gaze shifted around like a trapped animal.  "You look busy, I should go."

"Nayiri, please, we need to talk.  Close the door, come back," she said.

The diminutive rogue looked like she'd been called to the principal's office by the way she returned, shoulders slumped.  Alex had the urge to throw her arms around Nayiri but she was afraid that wouldn't offer comfort.  

Alex wasn't sure how to broach the subject of the strange goings-on with Nayiri.  Should she be the foreboding battleleader or the empathic girlfriend?  The min-max side of her said to wring the truth out of Nayiri no matter the cost.  After all, it was a game, Nayiri was an NPC, and her life was at stake.

But the tender way that Nayiri held herself made Alex want to believe that she was more than an NPC.  Maybe the AIs in this game had evolved?  And even if she did believe that Nayiri was an NPC, what did that say about herself if she treated Nayiri that way?

A sociopath was a person who only saw others as a means to an end, she reminded herself.  Even if Nayiri was an NPC, she couldn't do that to her, or to herself, so she settled on approaching it as a friend, first and foremost.

"Is there anything I can do to help?" asked Alex.  "I can see something's bothering you.  You haven't been yourself lately."

Alex knew what she'd said about being yourself lately was wrong as soon as Nayiri flinched.  

"I don't want to disappoint you," said Nayiri, gaze etched with sadness.

Alex reached out and brushed Nayiri's arm.  "You're not disappointing me.  You've been amazing, in the battle circle...and in bed."

When Nayiri's eyes glistened with tears, Alex knew she had to ask, if only to understand.

"Speaking of the circle, when Graven hit you with his warhammer, I saw your hair change momentarily," said Alex.

Nayiri's mouth was screwed up.  She held an arm across her chest, grabbing herself with a fist.

"I'm sorry...I can't help it," said Nayiri.

"Can't help...?"  

As soon as the words trailed from her lips, she remembered the guy she'd seen near the pond.  Other facts about Nayiri drew in the rest of the picture: her disappearances at night, her strange reaction on the first night in the hut when Alex had told her that she was gay, the hidden class on her character sheet.

"You can change yourself," said Alex at last, receiving a pained nod from Nayiri.  "That guy with the white hair I saw at the pond, that was you."

"I'm sorry I'm not who you think I am," said Nayiri, on the verge of tears.

"Why?  Why do you think I would care?" asked Alex, genuinely curious.

Nayiri straightened, shaking her head slightly as if she didn't agree.  "On our first night together, you said you liked girls.  But I'm not just a girl."

When Alex realized what the tension had been about, a laugh slipped out, which made Nayiri flinch.  

"I'm sorry," said Alex, a grin stretching her face.  "I should have been more clear that night.  I like girls, but I also like guys."

"Oh."

Alex wished the game had a way to capture screenshots, because the look on Nayiri's face contained multitudes.  Relief, embarrassment, excitement at the possibilities, all these and more washed across her face like a multicolored rain.

"Could I...could I meet the other you?" asked Alex, cautiously biting her lower lip.

A look of fierce joy exploded across Nayiri's face.  "Yes."

Within the span of two seconds, the pale, dark-haired Nayiri morphed into the similarly pale, but with bone-white hair boy she'd seen near the pond.  From up close, his stark gray eyes were like staring into a storm cloud before a tornado formed.  

Like Nayiri, he was beautiful, slight like a K-pop star, and looked capable of doing a triple-backflip off the high dive or collapsing into tears over having his heart broken.

"Hi...is it still Nayiri?" asked Alex, feeling a little dizzy.

"I'm Adara Shadowmarch," he said, touching his tongue to his teeth playfully.

Alex reached out, capturing his face with her hand.  Adara leaned into the touch, eyes closed as he reveled.  

"It's nice to meet you," said Alex, stepping close enough that their noses almost touched.  

She closed her eyes and inhaled.  It still smelled like Nayiri, a hint of jasmine, which made her smile.  

Alex placed her hand on the back of Adara's neck, pulling him against her.  When their lips met, shivers exploded down her spine.

After a long time—minutes, hours, days, she couldn't tell—they broke the kiss, staring into each other's eyes.  

"Interested in exploring any more firsts?" she asked.

Adara raised an eyebrow in question.

"I've never been with a guy either," she said, glancing askew.  "At least not in this way."

"Oh," he said, in the same way as Nayiri had before.  

Alex let a hungry smile climb onto her lips as she pushed Adara into the furs.  


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

The next morning, Alex was pleased to find Adara in her bed.  Normally, Nayiri/Adara was gone by morning, but the change showed that their relationship had progressed.  

There'd been other benefits to the revelation.  Alex could see Nayiri/Adara's unique class: Changeling.

 

Quest Completed: Discover Nayiri/Adara Shadowmarch's class 

You have gained experience: 2,000 XP

 

The vigorous bed play had stricken the ache of the constant grind from her bones, left her sated.  As she made her way to the longhouse, the sounds of battle carried on the western breeze.  

The stands around the battle circle were packed with gladiators, cheering their sides.  A plume of smoke rose from the fighting area, suggesting the result of a spell.  

Somewhere nearby, bacon was frying, making her stomach grumble in response, but she wanted to check on the training and acquisition of new gladiators before she took the time to eat breakfast.  She'd spent the night with Adara selfishly and now she needed to get back to work.

As soon as she stepped into the longhouse, she sensed something was wrong.  Normally, there was a sense of focused bustle—chaotic energy barely harnessed as her clanmates trained.  But the addition of the new members had upset that fragile sense of comradery.  By the weak blows and shifting glances, she could tell that the long-term Bravebears didn't trust the new ones.

Sophia strode up, hands clenching and unclenching, her Afro pulled into a globe at the back of her head with a metal headband.  

"Not going well?" asked Alex.

"The more we practice, the more our morale sinks," said Sophia.

Alex quickly checked the status, finding it tending towards Awful again.  They couldn't afford to drop below the line, as that would reduce their effectiveness by 10%, which was worth two clan levels.

"Nobody trusts the newcomers," said Alex.  "I knew it would take some time to integrate them, but I didn’t expect such a negative reaction."

 

Quest Offered: Solve the morale problem with the new Bravebears (+4,000 XP / +100 Morale) [Y/N]

 

"Well then, I guess this has become my first priority," said Alex, looking around the longhouse until she found Sorrow, who was lying on a bench, feet propped on the armrest, humming to himself.  

"You're coming with me," she told him.

He dusted himself off with a shrug and fell in behind her.  They headed to the wisewoman's hut, knocking on the door before entering.  After they lit the lantern, the room bloomed into view, revealing the blind witch with her eyes sewn shut.

"Welcome back, Alexandria," said Zelda, wearing a smile.  "And it is good to finally meet you, Sorrow.  I've enjoyed the songs that you sing in the valley behind my hut.  Haunting, but beautiful."

The normally loquacious bard stammered as he held his hands against his chest in faux-prayer.  

"Uhm, greetings," he said, then hurriedly added, "And thank you."

"What can I do for you, Battleleader?" asked Zelda.

"I need a way to integrate the new members of the clan, or at least test them for their loyalty.  Morale is dropping fast because no one trusts each other," said Alex.

"There are no spells that can test loyalty," said Zelda.  "But I don't think you need that anyway."

"What do you mean?  And don't give me that the answer has been in you the whole time nonsense," said Alex.

Zelda's lips quirked to the side.  "Not in you, per se."

After a moment's thought, Alex said with a sigh, "Clan management."

When she pulled up the menu, she found she could dig deeper into the Morale page.  It didn't show just the overall morale, but the individual ones as well, which explained why it had dropped so low.  The newcomers were collectively in the Awful range because they'd just been taken by a lower-ranked clan and given no welcome, nor support.  Her regular Bravebears were higher, but dropping fast.  She saw a few tick down as she studied the page.

"Do you have any suggestions on how to improve it?" asked Alex as she wracked her own brain for ideas.

"You'll need to ask them," said Zelda.  

"I was afraid of that," said Alex with a sigh.  One of the reasons she'd never wanted to lead a big guild was the constant hand-holding and ego smoothing.  It always irked her when players didn't take their responsibilities as seriously as she did.  

"But I'm glad you stopped by," said Zelda.  "I believe you have something for me, Sorrow."

The dark-eyed bard startled, before reaching to the small pouch at his hip.  He handed over a package of herbs.

 

Quest Completed: Find 8 different herbs for Zelda 

You have gained experience: 1,000 XP

 

"At least you remembered to collect them on your journey," said Alex, raising an eyebrow at Sorrow.

He scrunched up his face.  "Sorry."

"Come by again later, and I'll have something brewed up for you," said Zelda.  "Anything else?"

"You can teach spells and powers," said Alex.

"Nothing for you, I'm afraid.  I'll need to be a few levels higher for that," said Zelda.  

"Soon enough, but I'm talking about Sorrow.  He's a bard, and despite his poor self-view, he's pretty good at his job," she said, adding when Sorrow rolled his eyes, "You got the whole damn Western Plains clan population to come to this backwater, didn't you?"

"And yet I receive nothing but more work for my trouble," said Sorrow sardonically.

"I could make you fight in the circle," she said, pointing at him.

He screwed up his mouth.  "So petty."

Alex refocused on Zelda.  "Can you teach him any spells or powers to help with inspiring the newcomers?"

Zelda nodded.  "I can.  Will the Sarcastic Miming spell do the trick?"

Sorrow jerked forward.  "Miming?  Are you out of your witchy mind?  I'll agree to a thousand fights in the battle circle before I pull on an invisible rope or get stuck in an ever-shrinking invisible box for general amusement, if one could even call that amusement."

The power caught Alex off guard as well, but as Sorrow ranted, a smirk grew on Zelda's lips until the realization that she was messing with him broke his fever.

Sorrow crossed his arms and glanced away.  "Sarcastic Miming.  I knew it was a joke power the whole time."

Zelda chuckled under her breath.  "The real power is Dark Inspiration.  Call it a bit of gallows' humor, which I think our dear bard excels at."

"Sold, to the man in tight black leather pants and eyeliner," said Alex as the 5 CPs were deducted from her total.  If she leveled both Zelda and Sorrow, she could increase the effectiveness of the power, which might be worth the investment if it helped her integrate the new gladiators.

When they returned to the longhouse, Alex took the time to observe the practice battles.  She kept the morale page open as she watched, finding that their morale dropped when the new Bravebears mixed with the old.  Once she'd figured that out, it wasn't hard to notice their jealous glances towards the magical equipment that her long-term Bravebears carried.

Alex climbed onto the throne and gathered them around.  

"Greetings, Bravebears, new and old.  I'm sorry it's taken me this long to talk to you, but I wanted to welcome you to the clan.  I know things are quite different than your previous clan, but I swear to you we have reasons for our methods and that if you listen and work hard, you'll find success in the battle circle.

"As a token of my appreciation, I plan on taking the newest members into the Warped Forest tomorrow to mine for magical weapons and armor to help make you more effective Bravebears."

As soon as she said that, their heads gophered up with excitement brewing on their lips.  Everyone loved loot, even NPCs.  Why hadn't she seen that before?

 

Quest Completed: Solve the morale problem with the new Bravebears 

You have gained experience: 4,000 XP

+100 Morale for Bravebear Clan

You are now Neutral morale

 

"You can return to your practice," said Alex.  

Before Sorrow returned, she told him to make the rounds and help with the lowest morale members.

"Nicely done," said Sophia, nodding with appreciation.

"It's another thing to do after we beat each clan, but it'll be worth it.  They'll gain in magic and morale and maybe even levels and make the clan a tighter unit," said Alex.

"Nothing can stop us, Battleleader," said Sophia.

"More like, everyone wants to stop us," said Alex.

Sophia tilted her head, the corners of her eyes crinkling.  "I know, Alex.  I'm just trying to keep a positive attitude.  They're going to do everything they can to stop us from winning, aren't they?"

"Yes," said Alex with a sigh, "yes they are.  But we've got things that they don't have that will help us win."

"What?" asked Sophia.

"You," said Alex, winking.  "I couldn't do this without you."

"Thank you, Battleleader," said Sophia.  "That means a lot to me."

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Two days later, it was their turn in the battle circle with the Death Frogs.  Their banner was the body of a frog with a skull head.  They took on the grim personas of their clan totem by painting their faces like skulls.

"They really could use work on their edging," said Sorrow with a tiny disapproving head shake as he stared across the circle.  "It looks like they were finger-painting with their feet."

"Sloppy with face paint hopefully means sloppy in the circle," said Alex, "but I doubt it."

There would be five matches with the Death Frogs, which would require her to use some of the newcomers in the fights.  She was nervous about putting them in the circle, not because of fighting ability, but the betrayal from Tormane still haunted her thoughts.  But if she was going to keep climbing the clans, she would need to fight more matches.  

After a long discussion with Sophia, Alex placed the stones for four ranged and Mancalf into the bag because they'd been unbeatable in the practice matches in the longhouse.  The archers had learned how to bend the arrows over Mancalf's gravitational field, which meant they could avoid shields.

The hilltop arena was packed with opposing battleleaders.  Everyone had come out to watch her fight the Death Frogs.  During the other battles, most of the clan leaders stayed in their camps.

Her Bravebears were matched against a mixed mage and warrior side.  True to her expectations, the four ranged, bending the volleys around Mancalf, decimated the mages in the first ten seconds of battle, leading to a quick victory.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Death Frogs – 1 win

You have gained conquest points: 45 CP

 

Unfortunately, the next match didn't go off as smoothly.  She'd sent Blaze with a group of four shield warriors, hoping to pull off the surround and enflame trick.  But as soon as the match started, the opposing mage locked Blaze down in a cage of ice.

The mage strained as he fed his spell faez, counteracting the flame Blaze tried to produce to melt the cage.  

While this war of wills was happening, her shield warriors panicked, looking back to her for instructions.  But nothing she could say would prepare them for a battle that would be fought one-on-one, and they quickly fell.

The shared grins from the opposing clan leaders infuriated her.  

"Merlin's hairy balls," said Alex.  "That was a disaster."

"I'm sorry, Alex," said Sophia.  "I should have prepared the shield warriors better.  They don't know how to fight a pitched battle."

"No, my fault, not yours.  I've been relying on that trick for too long.  Finally someone found a way to counter it.  Now every clan is going to train a frost mage to cage Blaze," said Alex, watching as the Battleleader of the Death Frogs consulted with Judith of Fallen Phoenix.

"What's next?"

"Me, you, Nayiri, and two healers," said Alex.

"What?  We haven't trained together.  What's the strategy?" asked Sophia.

"The healers keep us up, and the three of us freelance our way to victory," said Alex.  "The three of us individually are better than any Death Frog."

"You can't be serious," said Sophia.

"I am.  We need to show the other teams that we're not just tactics.  They need to respect our fighting prowess as much as our cunning, so don't hold anything back.  We need to embarrass this team," said Alex, jaw pulsing with intensity.

"Count me in," said Nayiri.

The idea settled into Sophia, resulting in a smirk.  "Let's battle."

As Alex positioned herself in the middle of the circle, she instructed her healers, "Don't use a spell unless we get below half."

The two healers glanced at each other and shrugged.

When the fight began, Alex mesmerized the healer in back with Whip Tricks at the same time that Nayiri dove under the shield of the nearest warrior, slicing his calves with her daggers.  

The big brute across from Sophia grunted as he raised his massive two-handed sword in challenge, and she responded by tipping her blade in invitation.  He charged her, bringing his blade up for an overhead blow, which due to the weight of her weapon would require a counter block.  

The crowd tensed in anticipation of the impact between two heavy strength warriors.  Sophia waited until the big brute's weapon was coming down before ducking beneath it as her own sword morphed into twin scimitars.  

Her two-handed sword was too large to nimbly maneuver, but the scimitars were made for quick strikes.  Sophia raked them across his sides, leaving bloody wounds.

The fight progressed without the Bravebears taking a single blow.  Alex kept the healer mezzed, flung the archer's bow from the circle, and danced around the sword and shield warrior opposite of her, while Sophia and Nayiri made fools of their opponents, taking them down one slice at a time.  The healers stood in back, picking at their fingernails in boredom.  When the match was finished, the arena was deadly silent.

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Death Frogs – 2 wins

+75 Renown for Bravebear Clan

+20 Morale for Bravebear Clan

Special Achievement Reached: You have won an overwhelming victory in the battle circle!

You have gained conquest points: 1,085 CP

You have gained experience: 5,000 XP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

 

Alex marched to the far end of the circle where the Death Frog battleleader and Judith stood.

"It looks like her advice got you real far, you're down two to one," said Alex before she marched back to Sophia, Nayiri, and the rest of the Bravebears.

"Why piss her off?" asked Sophia.

"I don't want them to think rationally.  Emotion interferes with good strategy," said Alex.

Sophia raised her eyebrow.  "What about you?"

"I've got it under control," said Alex, even though she wasn't entirely sure.  Her heart was jumping around in her chest.  

Out of gladiators with a unique class, Alex had to rely on her regular warriors for the next battle.  As her blood cooled, she reckoned with the idea that she might have erred in throwing the three of them into the battle circle together.  

The only good point about the fight was she'd gotten bonus CPs and leveled her Leadership skill to 10, which made it Tier Two, giving her clan a +10% effectiveness.  Overall, her personal and clan abilities gave the clan a +20% increase.  

Alex tried to spend the 500 CPs she'd earned from the special achievement, but the game wouldn't allow her to spend them in the middle of a clan battle.

The next match pitted her group of two warriors and two rogues with a healer against a mix of fighters and healers.  

Alex thought they had a chance when they took the first enemy warrior down, but then an unassuming warrior with dark skin and a shock of white in his curly black hair touched the fallen warrior, reviving him for the battle.

"What the Abyss?" exclaimed Alex.

"A paladin," said Sophia, frowning.

The reversal turned the tide, and rather than a close win, it became a close loss.

"Last match," said Nayiri.

"Yeah," said Alex, putting a hand to her chin.  She had another mixed group like the last, but her gut felt like it was filled with worms.  "We're not going to win a straight-up fight.  I shouldn't have sent us in the third match, wasting our best gladiators.  It was stupid.  The final team isn't ready."

The Death Frogs had placed their stones in the bag.  Everyone in the arena was waiting for them.  

"What do I do?  It's not like we have a lot of options left," said Sophia.

Alex did a quick review of her equipment, hoping to spark an inspiration, and one came after she looked into her Handysack.

"Put the strongest remaining gladiators in the bag," she said, "and bring me five shields."

Nayiri furrowed her brow, but ran off to collect them, while Alex gathered her team around and gave them instructions along with two long ropes.  They looked at her like she was crazy, especially because the group had a mage in it.  He barely knew how to hold the shield, but he looked like he could have been a bodybuilder by the definition in his arms.

When the match started, her five gladiators had crouched together in a line, holding their shields before them in a wall.  The other side had a mixed group, including a mage and a healer.  With uneasy glances and shouted instructions from other battleleaders, they spread out on their side, expecting her shield warriors to try and knock them out of the arena for the win.  

As her team ran forward, they spread out, revealing a double line of ropes between them.  The enemy mage fired a few force spikes, but otherwise, the other team braced for impact, not quite understanding the danger.

Instead of running at the others, pairs of her shield warriors, a pair on the left and a pair on the right, ran around them, each wrapping an enemy in a double-binded rope.  The ropes, which had been tied between her first and second, and fourth and fifth warriors, but loose in the middle, had confused the enemy team into inaction.  Before they could counter the tactic, the pairs lifted up their captured warriors and tossed them over the short wall, making the odds five to three.  

While the other team was individually better, losing 40% of their side gave her team the advantage and they won the final match.   

 

Clan Bravebear has won the match!

Quest Progress: Win the clan battle with Death Frogs – 3 wins

Quest Completed: Win the clan battle with Death Frogs

Quest Chain III: Challenge another clan to battle and win the match (20,000 XP / 2,000 CP)

+400 Renown for Bravebear Clan

+22 Morale for Bravebear Clan

You have gained experience: 15,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 1,582 CP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

 

While the match had been going on, Judith had worked her way over so she was standing right beneath Alex's location when it was finally over.

With her lips contorted with victory, Judith said to Alex, "I challenge you."

But when nothing happened, Judith looked around her.  

"I challenge you," she said again, more emphatically.

Then the form of Alex transformed into Nayiri, who had used her changeling ability to masquerade as her, giving the real Alex a chance to slip through the crowd with her hood up to challenge the very confused Battleleader of the Granite Songbirds.

When Judith's eyes finally found her, Alex gave her a little wave, followed by a single middle finger held high on a defiant fist.  

Judith's rage scream followed by her storming away from the battle circle brought warmth to Alex's midsection.  

"It seems some gestures are universal."


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

The match with the Granite Songbirds was three days away, which gave Alex time to select and train the next group.  Before she went through the Death Frogs' gladiator list, she pulled up the Clan Management page.  

She spent 1,500 CPs to level the clan to 5, increasing effectiveness by another 5%, which left 1,231 CPs to assign.   

Next, she spent 250 CPs on leveling the craftswomen to level 3.  While she planned on taking the newcomers into the Warped Forest for magic items, she couldn't make everything, and getting another rank would allow Nadia to work in chain.  Zelda's level was for the same purpose, to increase the general effectiveness of the clan.  

But after that, Alex focused on individual gladiators since having a key member on a battle circle team was more important than spreading out the abilities.  Her uniquely classed gladiators seemed to have a larger capacity for improvisation.  So she increased Nayiri, Sophia, Blaze, and Mancalf to level 4, which left 6 CPs.   

Alex didn't worry too much about who she chose from the Death Frogs, going for maximum CP value rather than trying to fill any holes.  Since she had a base number of the various classes, she was more focused on getting them leveled up and integrated into the clan.

After choosing, Alex waited for them at the longhouse, greeting them upon their arrival and giving them a version of the speech she'd given the others.  By the reluctant nods, it appeared they at least appreciated the introductions, especially when she told them about going into the Warped Forest for magical items.  

"Can I have a word with you, Nayiri?" Alex said to the changeling after dismissing the new gladiators to begin their training with Sophia.

"You can have more than a word," said Nayiri with her tongue playfully touching her lower lip.

"Later," said Alex, resisting the urge to pull Nayiri into her arms.  "I have a job for you."

"For me?" asked Nayiri with an eyebrow raised.

"One uniquely matched to your talents," said Alex.

"Being able to roll my tongue and hum at the same time?" asked Nayiri.

Memories shot through Alex's mind, momentarily distracting her.  "Uhm, not that, but...let's remember that for later.  I need you to be a spy.  The other clans are sharing information about us, but we know little about them.  I need someone to sneak into their area and take notes about what each clan is good at."

"I thought you've been watching the other clan battles?" asked Nayiri. 

"They're vanilla fights.  Clearly they're holding back, battling each other with only basic tactics, leaving the real stuff for us.  It's like this whole tournament is a farce," said Alex.

"That's probably true," said Nayiri.  "I think Tormane kept us down so we'd be an easy target for the other clans.  After clan battles, they'd get together in the longhouse and drink like old friends." 

"So you'll do it?" asked Alex.

"Of course. I'm excited that I can be useful to the clan outside of the battle circle.  I've been a little jealous of Sophia's position in the clan, though I understand why you picked her as your second."

"Thank you," said Alex.

Nayiri winked before she strolled away, adding over her shoulder, "See you tonight, babe."

Next, she approached Sophia, who was instructing a group of new recruits in the proper technique for blocking with a shield.  Alex waited until she was finished before speaking with the faithful weapon master.

"How are they coming?" she asked.

"More bad habits than good, but I'll fix them.  Do you need something?" asked Sophia, idly twirling a short spear in her left hand.

"More ideas," said Alex.

Sophia tilted her head, making her loose Afro quiver.  "What do you mean?"

"For the battle circle.  We can't just rely on the same tactics that worked in the past.  I nearly cost us the clan battle by pulling out the same old Blaze trick.  They knew exactly how to counter it.  We need new ideas, new tactics," said Alex.

"But that's what you do best," said Sophia.

"I'm not going to stop thinking about them, but as my second-in-command, I need you coming up with them too," said Alex.

Sophia looked aghast.  "But how?  I know how to fight, but not how to strategize."

"Creativity doesn't happen in a vacuum.  We need to experiment with other weapons, armors, ropes, barrels, whatever works to win the fight.  We can use the best ideas in the battle circle," said Alex.

"I...I suppose I can try," said Sophia.

"I bet you'll do better than that," said Alex.

"When do we start?" asked Sophia.

"Right now," said Alex.

"But how?" asked Sophia.

Alex searched the room for an appropriate weapon to experiment with, but not finding one, peeked into her Handysack.  As soon as she saw the nets, she knew they'd be perfect.  They'd been using the nets to capture warped elementals, but now they could use them in the fighting arena.

"Take this net and come up with ten different ways we can use them," said Alex.

Sophia regarded the tangled net in her hands as if she'd been asked to eat a dead snake.  

"What do we say in the battle circle?" asked Alex.

"Every fight is a puzzle," said Sophia with a sigh.  

Alex finished it for her, giving her shoulder a squeeze of encouragement.  "You just have to figure out how you're going to win."

 


Chapter Thirty

 

The next month was a blur for Alex.  Every three days she had a match with a new clan, then after they won, she picked new gladiators from the losers and met them in the longhouse.  Then the following day, she would take them into the Warped Forest to cull magic items from the warped elementals.

The fights grew in difficulty as she ran out of lower-level clans to challenge.  While the Bravebears were increasing in rank and level, the competition outpaced them, requiring new tactics to win the day.  Between the clan battles it became a contest to see who could come up with new ways to carve out an advantage.  

Alex brought up her character sheet, reviewing the upgrades from her last level.  

 

Character: Alexandria Duke

Clan: Bravebear

Status: Battleleader

Level: 24

Strength: 1

Intelligence: 7

Cunning: 51

Agility: 2

Endurance: 7

Charisma: 1

Class: Arcane Mastermind

Subclass: Undecided

Health: 411/411

Faez: 315/315

Armor Class: 42

Fatigue: 0%

XP: 3,301,030/3,500,000

CP: 798

 

Skills:

Analyze: 41 

One-handed Slashing: 2

Fire Spells: 3

Devious Device: 19

Sense Direction: 33

One-handed Whip: 26

Water Spells: 13

Cooking: 18 

Stealth: 9

Climbing: 5

Air Spells: 35 

Unarmed Combat: 4

 

Unique Skills:

Cunning Strategist: 16

Mastermind: 6

Leadership: 16

 

Spells:

Dewdrop Orb: 14

Minor Creation: 16 

Transference: 35 

Cloud Taunt: 59 

Misdirection: 23 

Wind Gust: 28 

Heal Minions: 13 

Whip Tricks: 22

 

She'd gained a new ability called Overcharge, which would allow her to convert faez into stronger versions of her attacks and spells.  The faez to effectiveness ratio was steep, so she wasn't sure how much the new ability would come into play.

 

Overcharge 

Activated Ability

Convert faez into stronger spells and abilities

2 Faez = 1% Increase

 

She'd done the math a number of times in her head, trying to figure out how it could be useful.  Cloud Taunt only cost 25 faez and would deal an average of 308 damage over a minute.  Doubling the cost of the spell with Overcharge would only add 39 damage, a paltry amount for the cost, but she figured she'd find a way to use it eventually.  

Next, she reviewed her Clan Management page, looking for a place to spend the last few CPs that she hadn't yet assigned after the last battle.

 

Clan Bravebear

Clan Level: 7

Renown: 4,312 / Well-known

Morale: 221 / Good

Conquest Points: 798

Gladiators: 111

Noncombatants: 75

Notable NPCs:


	Armorer – Nadia Alathair (Level 5)


	Wisewoman – Zelda Waterhouse (Level 4)




 

The total effectiveness of the clan was up to 62%, which was higher than she thought possible until she determined that Sorrow with his Dark Inspiration was providing an additional 7% boost.

With 798 CPs left to spend, Alex headed to the wisewoman's hut.  Zelda told her to enter even before she knocked.  The witch was seated in her rocking chair, hands in her lap.

"Greetings, Battleleader, you've done well," said Zelda.

Alex still hadn't gotten over looking at the blind witch, whose eyes were sewn shut with thick sutures.  No matter that Zelda had done it herself, it still gave her the feeling she was birthing live snakes in her gut.

"I've stayed one step ahead of them so far, but I feel like I'm running out of runway," said Alex.

Zelda tilted her head.  "Runway?"

"Sorry, an idiom from my world," said Alex.

"I assume you came to find out about your mysterious cube," said Zelda.

"Yes," said Alex, bringing up her clan management screen and leveling Zelda to 5, then pulling the mysterious box from her Handysack and handing it to Zelda.  "Hopefully it's been worth the wait."

 

Quest Completed: Help Zelda Waterhouse reach level 5 

You have gained experience: 5,000 XP

 

Zelda cupped the wooden cube between her hands, leaning her head back as if she were communing with it.  The witch muttered incomprehensible words, coaxing forth an inner fire from the cube.  The sides glowed as if they were made of stained glass and the center was a tiny sun.  The interior of the hut grew painfully bright, forcing Alex to cover her eyes with her forearm.  After it subsided, allowing her to put her arm down, she waited patiently for Zelda to explain what she'd learned, but the witch sat quietly for long minutes.

"I'm sorry, Battleleader," said Zelda eventually.

"For?"

"I'm afraid your path of discovery does not end here," she said.  "But I can tell you who you must bring it to next."

"I see."

The witch handed the box back.  "You must take that to the Arena of the Gods.  There, you will find Xya Oleander, who is a far stronger practitioner than I.  She will be able to give you an answer."

 

Quest Chain IV: Ask Xya Oleander about the mysterious cube (10,000 XP)

 

"Or at least point me in the direction of the next person to talk to," said Alex with a sigh.  It was beginning to look like this quest was a long chain.  "Assuming I win the tournament anyway.  It seems more than my progress in Warsong is at stake.  I'll probably get to the end and learn it's a kid's toy or something stupid like that."

A secret smile formed on Zelda's lips.  "I can tell you this about it, there are powerful magics inside.  I cannot tell you exactly what they're intended for, but within is a strong, primal compulsion."

"My apologies, Zelda, I'm being a twit about this.  I was just hoping for answers, or help against the other clans," she said.

"Of the last, I can provide.  With my new rank, I can teach a properly ranked gladiator either of these two new spells: Petrify Object and Fighting Spirit."

Alex examined them, quickly deciding that the first wasn't as useful in the arena.  The second spell, however, made her palms itch for the battle circle as she thought of how it would help her in tight spots.

 

Fighting Spirit – Tier 1

Faez: 2 ׀ Duration: 1 second (sustainable) 

Effect: +10 to all stats, +25% Hit Points, +10% Speed, +5 Effective Level.  

Aftereffect: When spell ends -35% Hit Points.

 

"Ouch," said Alex, checking the last part.  It looked like a spell she could sustain for a couple of minutes, but it would drain her faez pool quickly.  The negative hit to her health would keep her from using it consistently; otherwise, the blowback could kill her.  But it looked like another tool in the toolbox, so she spent the 50 CPs to gain the power. 

She turned to leave, but Zelda said, "One last thing.  I finished that potion for you."

The witch moved to the table of alchemy equipment in the corner, moving confidently as if she could see.  Alex suspected she had other ways of divining the world around her, but she didn't dare inquire as not to offend her.

The thick glass bottle was cool to the touch.  Alex resisted the urge to analyze it, waiting instead for Zelda's explanation.

"It's a potion of Rapid Faez Regen.  It'll serve you well in the battle circle, or wherever your adventures take you."

"Thank you, Zelda," said Alex.  "I'll make good use of it."

The blind woman tilted her head as if she'd heard something.  A frown deepened the wrinkles at the corners of her lips.

"The other clan leaders are waiting outside the hut for you," said Zelda.  

"Do you know what they want?" she asked.

Zelda pursed her lips.  "You'll find out soon enough."

"Thank you again," said Alex, placing the cube and potion inside her Handysack before returning to the bright sunlight of the Bravebear camp. 

What she found was mayhem as the other battleleaders were trying to push past Sophia.  Both Tormane and Judith outweighed the dark-skinned warrior, but she wasn't giving ground.

"I told you the battleleader will return in a moment.  You have no right to enter the wisewoman's hut," said Sophia, pushing back with a grunt.

"We'll enter that hut if we want to," said Judith, her voice trailing off when she saw Alex.

"I know I'm popular around here, but I didn't think I was this popular.  Nice to know my fans can't wait to see me," said Alex.

"You're a strange woman," said Judith, face wrinkling with confusion as she looked Alex up and down.  "But the games are over.  We're resolving the tournament, one way or another."

"You'll have to get in line, Judith," said Alex.  "We battle the Lonely Cranes next."

"The Lonely Cranes no longer exist," said Judith with a sneering grin.  

Alex quickly checked her quest log to find that the match with the Lonely Cranes had disappeared.

"How did...?"

"The Lonely Cranes have been absorbed into the Fallen Phoenix clan," said Judith.  "As with every other clan that remained.  You cannot avoid the Phoenix any longer."

Alex tried to hide her surprise, but the change left her dizzy with frustration.  If Judith had absorbed the rest of the clans, it meant they outnumbered Bravebear by three to one at least, which would mean they'd have to beat them multiple times to be crowned the tournament winner.

"Yes, you're realizing what this means," said Judith.  

"That you've done me a favor," said Alex.  "I was getting tired of beating you one by one.  Better we get this over with.  I have a tournament to attend in the Arena of the Gods."

"So you accept my challenge?" asked Judith, cracking her knuckles by squeezing her fists.

"What are the terms?" asked Alex.

"Three battles. You must win all three, or Fallen Phoenix is the champion," said Judith.

 

Quest Offered: Beat Fallen Phoenix in three battles to win the clan tournament (50,000 XP / 5,000 CP) [Y/N]

 

The offer was tempting.  The constant grind of coming up with new tactics had been wearing her out.  They'd only have to win three more matches and she'd be the winner.

"Only if I get to fight in all three," said Alex.  "After all, it's my ass on the line."

"No other repeats," said Judith.  "You and you alone."

Alex thought hard about the terms, looking for loopholes that might give Judith an advantage, but she couldn't figure any, so she put out her hand.

"I accept."

The slow smile on Judith's face as they clasped hands and shook left Alex with lingering doubts that somehow the opposing battleleader had put one over on her.

"We fight in three days," said Judith.  "Then three days later, and again three days later.  If you haven't lost yet.  Remember, one loss and Bravebear becomes part of Fallen Phoenix."

"And three wins and it's all mine," said Alex.

As the crowd of battleleaders wandered out of the camp, she caught Tormane staring back in a way that put shivers down her spine.  

"Was that a good idea?  To put everything into three battles?" asked Sophia.

"It seemed like it when I agreed, but now I'm having regrets," said Alex, trying to figure out what she'd missed.  "Let's head to the longhouse and give the clan the good news."

 


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Alex spent every waking moment of the next days strategizing how to beat the Fallen Phoenix clan in the battle circle.  Judith's clan had achieved rank 10, which gave them a significant effectiveness advantage.  She had to assume their morale was higher too, which meant that the Phoenix warriors would probably be around 40-50% more powerful in the battle circle.

The other issue was that they had a larger pool of gladiators to pull from.  She felt like a small market college e-sports team competing against the schools on the coast, which could draw from millions more potential competitors.  

And the size of the Bravebear clan meant the opposition could probably guess the teams, especially by the final match.  One of the first things Alex did after the challenge was to send Nayiri into Fallen Phoenix for intel.

She kept the strategy discussion to a select few—Blaze, Sophia, Nayiri, Mancalf, Sorrow, and herself—in case the enemy had similar capabilities.  They made their preparations in her battleleader hut, nailing sketches of various battle plans on the walls.

Everyone pitched ideas, and using the colored stones, they tried to predict how they might unfold in the battle circle.  They had no idea which gladiators they'd be facing, but it helped to talk through their ideas and throw out the worst ones.  

When they weren't in the battleleader hut, they were training with the clan in the longhouse, testing tactics with small teams.  Blaze had learned a few new spells like Ice Cage, after having it used against him, but he wasn't skilled enough with it to rely on it in the Battle Circle.

With only a day to go, Alex hated the strategies they'd come up with, seeing them as obvious iterations of past ones.  

"We need new ideas," said Alex as she paced around the walls of the hut.  The pile of furs that made up the bed had been shoved under the table to make more room.  She could have upgraded the hut long ago, but hadn't wanted to waste the CPs.  "I feel like we're going over the same ground."

"Every fight is a puzzle," said Nayiri cheerily, so Alex gave her a wink.  

"What about using a shield wall with long spears?" said Sophia.  "March as a group, using the weapons to jab and keep them away while protecting ourselves."

"You would have made Alexander the Great proud," said Alex, remembering her high school history class, then adding when they stared at her strangely, "Not me.  Another Alex.  But that formation would get trounced by a group of mages with a few tanks."

"Assuming that's the enemy team," said Mancalf, who leaned against the wall, patting his enormous belly.  "You can't build a strategy that will beat every possible formation."

"Probably not," said Alex, "but I want as few negative matchups as possible."

Blaze tapped on a sheet of parchment on the wall with the list of previous opposition teams throughout the tournament.  Alex had been trying to statistically analyze common formations.

"Can we even assume that these will be relevant?  We're going to be facing teams full of former battleleaders," said Blaze.

Alex buried her face in her hands.  "I think I'm coming at this all wrong.  We should be figuring out how we're going to put it to them, not reacting to what they might do.  For instance, we know I'm going into the circle.  The rest of you are going to be split between the three matches.  Blaze and Mancalf, you make a good pair, you should be in the first, Sophia with me in the second, and Nayiri in the final match. I think I have an idea that will work for that one."

"What is it, Battleleader?" asked Sophia.

"If we get that far, I might tell you, but I don't have it all worked out yet," said Alex, winking at Nayiri, who was cross-legged on the ground near the battle circle drawn into the dirt and filled with colored stones.

"What about Sorrow?" asked Blaze.

"He's not fighting, unless he's changed his mind," said Alex.

"He has not," said Sorrow, arms crossed with a frown hooked to his lips.  "He likes his soul in one piece."

The others gave him a look, so he raised his hands.  "I can't.  I'm not.  Anyway, if I'm fighting I can't give you my Dark Inspiration boost."

Alex crouched next to Nayiri, grabbed the stone with BL on it, the red one, and the open hand.  She placed them next to each other in the circle.

"Here's my idea.  Mancalf will start at the center edge"—she placed his stone in the middle—"blocking any ranged weapons with his Capture Missiles ability.  Blaze will have his Bracers of the Mirage available as well, which will mean they will have to come to us.

"I will Cloud Taunt them to us, dealing with any dangerous gladiators with Whip Tricks.  The rest of them will get caught between Mancalf's double gravity well and my taunt.  If it doesn't confuse the hell out of them, I'll maneuver them together and then Blaze will do his thing and torch them down.  We don't even have to get them all to flip the advantage."

"Who else should we have in the circle with us?" asked Blaze.

"Pick our best two healers, but put them in ranged gear.  We want it to look like a ranged strategy, but really we'll be pulling the Blaze trick on them," said Alex.

"I thought you didn't want us to use old tactics?" asked Nayiri.

"It won't look like an old tactic since we're not using shield warriors.  And if they try that Ice Cage, I'll Misdirect it back onto the caster," said Alex, feeling more comfortable about the plan as she let it unroll from her lips.

Blaze lifted one shoulder in a semblance of a shrug.  "I guess we have a plan now.  What's next?"

"Gather the rest of the magic items and distribute them to the five of us," said Alex.  "We want to be as geared up as possible."

"Got it," said Nayiri, leaving right away.

After the others left, a wellspring of emotion uncorked from deep inside, momentarily overwhelming her.  Alex thought she was going to have to run outside to get some air, but she didn't want the others to see her weakness.  Confidence was high, and she wanted to maintain that through the battles.  

As she leaned over on her knees, Alex remembered something that Bucket had said in her first year about the Plains of Warsong, that it was a meat grinder, not meant to be beaten.  Alex was beginning to understand why.  One mistake and everything would come crashing down.  


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Alex usually didn't feel that nervous before big fights if she'd had time to meticulously prepare, but this first battle left so many unknowns that she knew that her preparation could be ultimately misguided and wrong.

The hilltop arena was crowded.  Bleachers had been built up around the location over the course of the tournament.  The walls surrounding the circle were eight feet high now (increased after she threw her opponents out of the circle).  Men and women with baskets of food and drink milled through the stands, handing out their breads and salty meats to friend and foe alike.  

Despite the stakes there was a certain thrill at being at the center of it.  Alex couldn't imagine what the Arena of the Gods was like.  The stories she'd heard from the other gladiators about combatants fighting monstrous creatures in the arena for sport made it sound like the Coliseum from her world.

She also wondered about the champion from the Eastern Plains.  Snippets of stories, more rumor than fact, had filtered across the plains to her camp, talking about how the other champion was unbeatable, the finest gladiator to ever stand in the battle circle.  Supposedly they wore crimson plate armor, but could still move like the wind and hit like a half-giant on steroids.

Alex pushed those thoughts away as Nayiri sidled up to her, placing a comforting hand on her back.  The severe angle to her mouth told the tale of her information.

"Bad news," said Nayiri.  "They figured out who you're going to send into the circle.  They changed up their team late last night."

"How did they find out?" asked Alex as a pit formed in her stomach.

Nayiri frowned.  "I don't know."

"No way to change now, since our stones are already in the bag," said Alex, looking across the arena at the gathered former battleleaders.  "They might know who we're sending, but they won't know what we're planning to do. We'll have to adjust on the fly."

When the stones were revealed, Alex and her team took to the arena floor.  She wore black leather armor that had been enchanted to reduce damage from blades, along with a few other minor pieces of magic.  

Blaze wore crimson robes emblazoned with suns.  Alex had managed to find a flamerabbit in the Warped Forest that conveyed fire resistance to the fabric, so he no longer had to wear chainmail underwear.

Besides his sandals, the enormous Mancalf wore a Belt of Stone Strength that made his open-handed blows even more devastating and a Ring of Regeneration which would keep him topped off on health.

The two healers had planned to wear magical leather armor and carry enchanted longbows, but Alex switched them into regular healing gear since the ruse had been discovered.  

Alex recognized her opponents from the ranks of the former battleleaders.  The one that worried her the most was Draydon the Dire, a cunning mage whose Drunken Doves had always impressed her in the battle circle.  He carried a gnarled blackwood staff with runed tips.  His bald pate gave him the appropriate level of guileful menace.

"When the clan bleeds."

"It bleeds as one."

"Begin."

The match began as Alex expected it would, with Mancalf at the center.  She stood behind the bulky monk with her whip at the ready, while Blaze and the two healers stood in back.  

Draydon the Dire had placed himself opposite her with two heavily armored warriors with enchanted shields, wielding a chain mace and a long spear respectively.  Alex sensed they were going to be a handful for Mancalf.

The remaining two gladiators appeared to be a rogue and a healer.  The healer was a wide woman in sun-bright chain, a golden orb in her fist, while the rogue was a seedy-looking fellow named Altraus the Knife.  She'd seen him shadow-jumping around the battlefield in previous fights, which would nullify Mancalf's gravity tricks. 

As expected, the two warriors lunged forward, immediately engaging Mancalf, who thunderously defended himself with devastating slaps.  Despite being outnumbered, his blows against their shields staggered them frequently enough that they made little headway.

Alex correctly guessed Altraus' move, catching him with Whip Tricks immediately after he came out of his shadow-jump behind the healers.  

This left the healer in back, who held her orb out as it shed a platinum glow over everyone in the arena, and Draydon, who slammed his staff into the ground, sending a rumble of energy into her feet.

Whatever Draydon was planning hadn't come to fruition, so Alex decided to focus on the tanks assaulting Mancalf.  If they could be taken care of, the odds would heavily shift in their favor.

Alex blasted them both with Cloud Taunt, the gloomy spell encaging them in tendrils of electricity, helped by their metal armor.  

The taunt portion of the spell drew them towards her, which allowed Mancalf to head slap them as they labored past, his double gravity proving even more effective against their heavy plate armor.  

Alex hit the two tanks with Cloud Taunt again, followed by a Wind Gust, which staggered them.  She was feeling pretty good about the fight, especially since neither the healer nor Draydon had done anything.

"Go, go," Alex said to Blaze with a head nod.

The crimson-robed mage ran towards the two plate warriors, preparing to unleash his fury upon them.  As they struggled towards Alex, fighting to break free from the compulsion, Blaze threw his arms around them and unleashed his conflagration.

Alex's world turned to pain.  

Spittle-laden screams ejected from her lips like lava from an erupting volcano.  

She had no idea how to make it stop, and when it did, she bent at the knees trying to recover from the agony that felt like she was being burned alive.  

When she looked up, the battle circle had changed.  Both plate warriors looked undamaged from the conflagration, while her team's health was at half.  

Blaze looked apologetic about what had happened, looking at his hands as if they'd betrayed him.  

Alex suddenly realized what the mage and healer in the back had done, though she wasn't sure how.  They'd transferred the flame damage into her team, some mix of fire resistance and spell blowback.

As Alex checked her team's health again, realizing how screwed they were, a skull formed over one of the healers' icons, indicating they'd been defeated.

Altraus the Knife had assassinated a healer, and was preparing to hit the second, when Alex caught him with Whip Tricks again, mezzing him with his blade in mid-thrust. 

The pain of being burned alive still lingering in her mind, Alex struggled to see a path to victory.  If Blaze was neutered then they lacked the damage to compete, but she refused to be dismayed, focusing her attention on Draydon and the healer.  They would have to be taken care of before they could reimplement their plan.

Alex tried Misdirecting the aura that the healer was putting out, but it was blocked by Draydon's spell.  They were using a mix of magical and fire resistance, making both her and Blaze ineffective.

She reapplied Whip Tricks on the rogue as their remaining healer managed to flow some health back into her team.  

But the two plate warriors had broken free of her taunt and were accosting Blaze, who was barely keeping out of the way of their weapons.  Mancalf came to his rescue but Blaze was already down to a quarter health.  If he died, there would be no way they could recover.  

Sensing that the blackwood staff was important, Alex tried to fling it away with her whip, but the bald mage resisted her attempt.

Blaze was down to a sliver of health, even with heals coming in fast and furious.  He'd activated his Bracers of the Mirage, which made him waver in place like the heat on a desert highway, but it was only making every other hit miss.  

Then Altraus broke her spell, sprinted forward, and eviscerated their other healer, leaving the odds five to three.  The rogue shifted forward, appearing behind Blaze for another killing blow, but Alex managed to mez him again.  

Before the two warriors could kill Blaze, Mancalf grabbed them both and activated his Sandals to make himself an immovable object.

"Run, Blaze," said Mancalf.

The mage ran past Alex, taking refuge in the far side of the circle.  While the tactic stopped them from killing her mage, it didn't help Mancalf as they swung at him with their weapons while he had them.  

Alex lobbed a Dewdrop Orb at Draydon.  It covered his head like a watery helmet, forcing him to stop his spell and claw at his own face.  

With the mage neutered for the moment, Alex Misdirected the aura from the golden orb onto her team.  Symbols of fire resistance appeared in her vision.

"Burn them down now!" Alex yelled.

"I can't," said Blaze. "I'm nearly out of faez.  That spell takes nearly my whole pool."

Alex threw the potion from her Handysack to the mage.  "Drink that!"

He threw it down in one gulp, grimacing.  "Augh, it tastes like camel piss."

As his faez pool came roaring back, Alex snapped her whip at the nearest plate warrior, wrapping the length around his neck.

 

Lareus Brairfist has been strangled!

 

The warrior collapsed in defeat as his compatriot shoved his spear into Mancalf's breast.  

 

Mancalf has been defeated!

 

At that moment, the mez on the rogue ended, leaving her and Blaze as the only two remaining from their side.  

When Altraus tried to shadow-jump, Alex Misdirected it to the warrior, who was further ahead, which made him appear in the stands, outside of the bounds of the arena, effectively removing him from the match.

The rogue sprinted towards Blaze, who had only slivers of health.  Alex threw herself in the way, snapping her whip at his face, trying to mez him, but he resisted the attempt.

He lunged at her, slicing right through her armor, sending a bright line of pain across her midsection, then when she staggered, the rogue kicked the whip out of her hands.  The weapon flew through the air, landing outside the arena.

Off balance and weaponless, Alex swung at him with her fist, connecting right beneath the jaw.

 

You have been affected by Heat of the Battle!

All non-main abilities have been increased by 10 points!

You have gained a skill point: +1 Unarmed

 

Without her whip, Alex had to keep the rogue off Blaze to give him enough time to regen enough faez.  

Alex switched on Fighting Spirit, which increased her stats.  She had enough faez to maintain it for a solid minute, but she'd die when the spell faded.  

With the effects of Fighting Spirit coursing through her veins, she felt like a heavyweight champion.  Alex pounded Altraus with jabs and uppercuts, quickly taking his health down.  

Alex thought she might beat him with her bare fists until his health bar shot up.  

The healer had come forward to protect the rogue from her pummeling.

When the Dewdrop Orb finally fell from Draydon's face, Alex knew they were in serious trouble.  The furious red-faced mage angrily stalked forward, ready to unleash his magics upon them.  

The healer brought the rogue back to half, well out of range of her abilities with her fists, then held her orb aloft, bringing the platinum glow that protected her team from fire magic.  

Down and almost out, Alex glanced to Blaze's faez pool to see it was enough.  She Misdirected the fire resistance aura back to herself, right as Blaze sprinted forward.  

The rogue slashed out at the mage, but the blade shimmered through empty air as the mirage effect kicked in, giving Blaze a chance to close the distance to Draydon and the healer, who stood by her teammate.  

Seeing her chance, Alex tackled the rogue, bull-rushing him towards Blaze, right as he unleashed his conflagration ability for the second time of the fight.  

But this time, the enemy team had no protection, and the waves of rolling fire annihilated them, leaving only Blaze and herself standing in the battle circle at the end.

 

You have defeated the Fallen Phoenix clan's first team!

Quest Progress: Beat Fallen Phoenix in three battles to win the clan tournament – 1 Win

You have gained experience: 35,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 887 CP

You have learned a new ability: Arcane Reversal

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

You have gained a skill point: +1 One-handed Whip

You have gained a skill point: +1 Whip Tricks

You have gained a skill point: +1 Unarmed

+300 Renown for Bravebear Clan

You have reached level 25!

 


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

In the days after the first fight, when Alex strolled through the Bravebear camp, she saw the energy in their faces, the excitement of expectation that one of their own might become the tournament champion.

Men and women greeted her fondly as if they were old friends, kids hugged her around the knees, and the elders of the camp stretched their sunbaked faces with a smile.

"Hail Battleleader, great fight!"

"Only two more to go!"

"I've never seen such courage and cunning in the battle circle!  We're proud that you're the one to lead us."

"The plains have never seen such legendary fights before."

There was a second change she noticed, but it had to do with herself.  She realized that she no longer saw them as NPCs.  While she understood logically that the old woman stirring a pot of stew over the crackling fire was a construct of the game, her gut reacted to the woman's smile as she saw her approach, the glinting pride in her eyes.

"You could get really lost here," she muttered to herself, thinking about her feelings for Nayiri and wondering if that's what had happened to the Patron of Gamemakers Hall.  Had he fallen for the NPCs in a world of his own making?

She worried that her feelings might affect her ability to solve the game, because her life was on the line.  For as real as it felt, if she didn't become Champion of Warsong and reach level 40, nothing would matter.  She would die in the real world.  Permanently.

But preparations for the second match took up most of her thoughts, and she forced herself not to linger too long on the philosophical ramifications of Gamemakers Online.  

Alex used the CPs she'd gained from the first fight to rank Sophia Lionheart up to 7 since she would be her battle partner and placed her own ability increases into Cunning.  They were the easiest decisions of her time in the game, but unfortunately, the planning for the second match wasn't so easy.

They'd gathered in her hut again, the center of the room filled with colored stones.  There was a lot of jaw rubbing and hunched foreheads as they stared into the miniature circle as if they were watching fights unfold. 

"Tormane will be in the circle this fight," Mancalf said knowingly.

The others nodded their agreement, and Alex couldn't find fault in the logic.  Judith would likely join the final battle since she was the battleleader and it was doubtful that she would want to share the spotlight with Tormane.  

Alex wasn't sure how she felt about fighting him again.  Despite his major deficiencies as a battleleader, he was a brutal fighter in the circle as her razor-edged victory over him proved.  

She looked at the new spell she'd gained during the fight again for inspiration, but it didn't seem like a battle-turning spell.

 

Arcane Reversal 

Triggered Ability

Convert a single attack against you into faez (1 damage = 2 faez).  Requires 20 hours to recharge after use.

 

"But we'll have Sophia.  She's a better tactician than that brute," said Alex eventually, winking at her second-in-command.  "Which means that this fight will be more melee than the first.  Any ideas?"

"Add two ranged and a healer, since you two can protect the others.  Should be able to dish out a lot of damage, especially with those enchanted bows you made," said Nayiri, who was perched atop of the pile of furs like a nimble goat.

"I agree," said Sophia.  "It's the best makeup to leverage our abilities.  It might not be fancy, but it will be effective."

Alex scooped her mug from the side table, taking a sip of the still warm coffee.  Since there were no energy drinks in this world, she'd taken to the bitter beverage, especially in these sleep-deprived times. 

"That's where I keep coming back to as well.  It's the most logical setup given our inclusion on the team, and especially if Tormane is our opponent," said Alex.

"Which is why I hear the 'but' in your tone," said Sophia, crossing her arms.

"It just doesn't feel right," said Alex with a sigh.  

"We should take the best tactical team setup, even if it might be the most obvious," said Sophia.

"I know," said Alex, shaking her head.  "But if it's this obvious, then with their considerable resources, they will find a counter to it.  What about the work you've been doing with nets?  Couldn't we use a couple of net and trident warriors, who could lock down their melee?"

"Nets don't deal damage," said Sophia.

"But they keep the opposition in check," said Alex.

"The nets are effective," said Sophia, then she tilted her head, "but not always.  Sometimes the nets backfire—either they land impotently on the ground or get used against the throwers.  Plus, they're far too easily cut with bladed weapons."

"I have a few items left over from the Warped Forest. I could enchant them, make them more resilient to weapons," said Alex.

"I guess," said Sophia, "but I think we should go with the first plan."

"The obvious plan," said Alex.

"Which they'll know you're not going to do because it is obvious," said Sophia.

"She's got you there," said Nayiri.

"What do you all think?" Alex asked her team.

Blaze held his hands up, backing away.  "Don't ask me.  It's your ass in the circle.  You know yourselves best."

The others agreed with Blaze's logic, though Alex wasn't sure if they weren't reticent to disagree with her.  Only Mancalf added his honest assessment.

"I like the first plan," he said from a cross-legged position next to the little dirt circle.

"Which one?" asked Sophia.  "We have to decide tonight.  The battle is tomorrow."

Alex closed her eyes and clasped her hands on top of her head as she weighed the two options.  

"The nets," she said, eventually, catching a flattening of Sophia's lips at the decision.  "One healer, two net and trident warriors, myself, and the glorious Sophia Lionheart."

True to her professionalism, Sophia put away her initial reluctance and bowed deeply.  

"Alright, the team is set," said Alex.

"What about the spy?" asked Nayiri.

Everyone's head snapped towards the changeling.  

"Someone figured out what our team was last time," she added.  

"Good point," said Alex, sighing.  As if she didn't already have enough to worry about.  "Let's limit the longhouse to only those who could logically be picked for the team.  I'll speak to the other three privately."

"I'll gather the magic items for distribution," said Blaze.

"You know where I'll be," said Nayiri with a wink.

Sophia hung around after everyone left, chewing on her lower lip.

"I'm sorry I didn't pick your plan, Sophia.  It's a good one, but I think the work you've done with the nets is better," said Alex.

"That's not what I stayed for," she said, staring at her feet.

Sensing the importance, Alex gave Sophia her full attention.  "What's wrong?"

"The spy," said Sophia.  "Knowledge of our first team nearly cost us the match, because they were able to counter it."

"It worries me too," said Alex.

"But they had specific knowledge," said Sophia.

"Yes, yes, they knew our team makeup," said Alex.

Sophia put a hand to her mouth momentarily, as if that helped her choose the exact words she wanted.  

"They knew more than that," said Sophia.  "They knew exactly who would be in the circle, down to the specific healers."

"How do you know this?" she asked.

"During the battle, I noticed that Altraus the Knife was using a specific magical dagger that is best against water-based healers, which the two in the circle were specialists of.  It would have increased his damage against them by fifty percent," she said.  "All nine of our other healers are earth and air, the former being the most prominent.  If they were guessing, they would have picked earth."

"No wonder he one-shotted them," said Alex.

Sophia looked pained by what she had to say.  "Which means it's likely that the information came from one of our group."

Alex opened her mouth to argue, but closed it in frustration.  Looking away, she asked, "Do you suspect anyone?"

"There's been little interaction between the camps since the final challenge," said Sophia.  "So there's little opportunity for most of our gladiators to share the information."

"Except for Sorrow and Nayiri," said Alex, squeezing her lips tight.

"I'm sorry, Battleleader," said Sophia.  "You have to consider it.  I know what Nayiri is, and changelings are capricious creatures. As strong as your feelings are for her, you must consider that she might be a spy.  It would be dangerous to leave yourself exposed.  You know that changelings have the Assassination skill, and they can deal massive amounts of damage to those they have betrayed.  If you're wrong about her, she could kill you in one blow.  And Sorrow, he spent weeks visiting the clans, they could have compromised him during that time."

"I am aware of their abilities," said Alex, putting a hand over her eyes.  "But I really don't need this right now."

"I'm sorry, Battleleader.  Maybe I should have stayed quiet," said Sophia, glancing at the floor.

"No, you were right to bring it up," she said.  "Do you have a suggestion?"

"That kind of guile is not my forte," said Sophia.  "It's enough for me to learn how to be devious in the battle circle."

"Anything else?"

"No, Battleleader," said Sophia.  "I'll head to the longhouse and start working with the team, covertly, of course."

"Thank you, Sophia."

After her second-in-command left, Alex knelt down and grabbed a handful of dirt.  She shook it through her fingers, enjoying the way the dusty soil slipped through them.

"If something feels real can I really trust it?" she asked aloud, thinking about not only the loyalty of her closest companions, but her relationship with Nayiri. 

Dr. Althud's comments about her not trusting anyone because of the loss of her father, and nearly her mother, bubbled up from the depths of her mind.  He'd suggested that she threw herself into her games as a way to avoid forming new relationships.

But now Sophia's information clouded her reasoning.  She'd been allowing herself to form a bond with Nayiri, with the group in general, but this news cut deeply.  Kneeling in her hut, in the middle of the Bravebear camp filled with loyal followers, on the precipice of victory, Alex had never felt more alone.


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

The morning of the second battle was met with bad news.  Alex was standing outside her hut watching the sun rise when Sorrow approached.  The dark-eyed bard opened his mouth to speak, but seeing the line of her gaze, turned and watched with her.

The sky burned in crimson, a gash across the horizon, a portent of the fights to come.  Alex wondered how many more wounds she would have to take to become the Champion of Warsong.

When only pinks remained, Sorrow finally spoke.

"The arena has changed," he said.

Alex wrinkled her forehead.  "Changed?"

"I was out taking my morning stroll," he said.

"I never took you for a morning person," she said.

Sorrow looked away, skewing his lips to the side.  "I was coming back from the other camp.  There's a gladiator who doesn't mind my moroseness, and he has nice eyes."

Sophia's accusation came back in full, though Alex pushed it away.  If he was the spy, why would he admit that he was sleeping with one of the Fallen Phoenixes?  Unless he knew that his loyalty was in question and was trying to allay concerns.

"Get to the point.  You were talking about the arena," she said, hearing the briskness in her tone and regretting it based on his slight flinch.

"They changed it last night.  I heard the sounds of construction, but was...uhm, too busy to think much about it.  But when I was returning, I saw something strange in the arena, so I visited.  They've put up pillars and platforms, so it's no longer a flat circle," said Sorrow.

Alex rubbed the back of her neck while she paced away, wanting to punch a wall.  She made a little scream of frustration, which drew a bleary-eyed Nayiri from the hut.  

"What's going on?" she asked as she rubbed her face with her palm.

"They changed the arena," said Alex, then quickly explained what Sorrow had told her.

"Can't you change the teams?" asked Nayiri.

"I just sent Mancalf up to the arena with our stones," said Alex.  "The only thing we can do is adjust our equipment to compensate."

What she didn't say was that the arena was the worst setup for her team structure.  They were mostly melee, which would mean the platforms and elevated surfaces would nullify their strengths.  Once again, it seemed they'd been betrayed.  

When she realized that she wasn't speaking of her suspicions because the two people who were mostly likely to be traitors were standing nearby, her stomach panged with ache.  It was hard enough with her team at her back, but knowing that one of them was secretly working against her hurt more than she wanted to admit.  Only the upcoming fight kept her focused or she would have thrown herself back into the furs.

"Send the team to my hut," said Alex.  "We need to make last-second adjustments."

When they gathered together, they did their best to shore up the weaknesses that the new setup would bring, but had she known they were going to modify the arena, she would have sent the original team.  A fact that Sophia was professional enough not to point out.  

She also sent Blaze to the other camp to argue that they couldn't change the arena during the night, but there was no rule against it, so she knew he wouldn't be successful challenging it.

Before she knew it, Alex was back in the battle circle, waiting for her opponents to enter.  

When Judith was called to the center, Alex's jaw slipped down.  She'd been almost certain that she'd see the battleleader in the final battle, not the second.  Her confusion was doubled when she analyzed her.

 

Judith the Crusher, Fallen Phoenix: Elite, Level 31

 

Not only had she joined the second match, but she wasn't the battleleader either.  When she glanced into the stands, she saw Tormane staring at her with a self-satisfied smile on his lips.  If he was the final battle, then he'd be jacked up with powers and abilities, even more so than when she'd faced him for lead of the Bravebears.

All thoughts of the future battle disappeared when the other four gladiators joined Judith.  A pair of twins, one male and one female, wielding what looked like metal umbrellas, wore sleek leather armor with ropes hanging from their belts and entered the arena with flourishes as the arena applauded them.  

The next two, a short squat man with a bright red beard and a lithe dark-skinned woman wearing an eyepatch, took to the arena, each of them wielding thick crossbows with runes covering the sides.    

"You can give up now if you want to save yourself from embarrassment," said Judith, staring down at Alex as if it were the weigh-in at a prize fight.  

"Not a chance," said Alex, squaring off with the opposing gladiator even as her heart jackrabbited around in her chest.

"When the clan bleeds," said Judith.

Instead of returning the ritual words, Alex quickly ran back to her team, gathering them around her as hisses and expletives rained down.

"They're going to take the high ground and punish us with their ranged weapons.  I'll try and distract them, but the four of you go for one of the crossbows.  If you can take them out, grab their weapon.  It's the only way we're going to beat them," said Alex.

The two net warriors looked at each other.  "I've never used a crossbow."

"Me either," said the second.

"You get to learn today.  Point and shoot," she said.

The looks her team gave her didn't inspire confidence, but it was too late.  They were going to fight whether they wanted to or not.

Alex took position on her half of the circle, right at the edge of her whip range.  

"It bleeds as one."

"Begin!"

Alex wasted no time, hitting Judith with Whip Tricks, knowing that her higher level would make it more difficult, but to her surprise, the massive woman froze, teetering in place as the spell confused her mind.

But in this short span, the other four members of Phoenix scurried up the pillars using their ropes, much like she'd done in the Warped Forest mimicking lumberjack contests.

While Alex looked around to decide where she could best affect the battlefield, Sophia led the others towards the nearest pillar and sent the two net warriors climbing.  Then Sophia shook her weapon and it transformed into a massive tower shield that she held in front of the healer.

Before Alex could move, Judith broke free from her mez, shaking her head as if she were just waking up.  The former battleleader raised her arms as if she were encouraging the dead to rise from the soil, but instead of zombies, the air around her swirled into a dust devil.

The metallic scent of faez filled the air as Judith poured more power into the fierce winds until she unleashed them.  The whirling column of dust rushed after Alex, slamming right through her, flinging her to the ground.

 

You have taken 45 damage from an angry whirlwind!

 

Alex barely climbed to her feet before the living winds accosted her again.  She managed to avoid the worst of the damage by flinging herself into a forward roll, coming up behind a pillar.  

Before the dust devil could come around, Alex cast Wind Gust.  The straight-line winds pushed at the whirling dust, flattening it on one side, breaking away bits of the airborne earth.  

But while her spell was blocking the dust devil, Judith was creating another.  The second air elemental spun after Alex, pinning her against the pillar, bouncing her head off the stone, leaving her ears ringing as she found herself on her hands and knees.

Alex flung a Dewdrop Orb at Judith, but the crosswinds blew the water into benign spray.  

As the partial and full whirlwinds chased Alex around the pillar, she noticed that one of her net warriors had already been defeated.  They were down four to five.

Spinning metal blades flew from the strange weapons the twins possessed, flying through the air to ping off Sophia's shield, before returning and connecting to the metal pole.  Their attacks kept Sophia locked down, unable to move or the blades would slice her healer to ribbons.

As the stalemate continued, the second net warrior reached the top, right as the woman with the eyepatch and a crossbow hit him in the midsection with a glowing bolt that crackled electricity over his body.  Miraculously, he didn't let go or go below zero hit points, mostly because their healer was chain casting from behind Sophia's protective shield.  

But her excitement at seeing him reach the top was short-lived when the other crossbow wielder fired point-blank into his chest, tipping him over the edge.

Alex saw their chances of winning disappear until he reached out and grabbed the crossbow, taking it to the ground in his death fall.

Five to three.

Had they even damaged a single Phoenix yet?

A third whirlwind joined the others, and Alex fought it off with successive Wind Gusts, but her defense wasn't perfect and sometimes she got sideswiped by one, shaving off more and more health.  

On the other side of the arena, Sophia was keeping the spinning blades at bay while the healer fumbled with the crossbow, but Alex could tell she'd never be able to use the ranged weapon with any accuracy.

"What do I do?" shouted Sophia from behind her shield.

"Improvise!" yelled Alex she tried unsuccessfully to mez Judith with Whip Tricks, getting spun into the dirt in response.

The next few seconds, Alex had to scramble to stay ahead of the dust devils, eventually growing frustrated enough she abandoned the attempt to avoid them, and ran directly at Judith, who was busy maintaining the spells.

The big woman's eyes widened as she thought Alex was going to slam into her, but Alex dodged around her, letting the whirlwinds crash into Judith.  While she managed to avoid going down, one of the dust devils disappeared into haze, the suspended dirt falling to the ground.

With a moment of respite, Alex redirected a spinning blade into Judith before the pursuing whirlwinds forced her into a scrambling escape.  The next minute passed as a giant game of cat and mouse as Alex dodged around the pillars, misdirecting spinning blades into Judith until she was low enough that the former battleleader screamed at her fellow gladiators to focus on Alex.

Eyes stinging with sweat, Alex had to carefully manage her spells, misdirecting when she could, but the constant fighting had drained her pool to the dregs.  Now with two metal spinning blades and two more whirlwinds chasing her down, Alex grew frustrated that she was getting no support from Sophia or the healer, but she couldn't tell what the Battlemaster was doing because Alex was too busy running.

At the next opportunity, Alex misdirected a spinning blade at the other ranged on the pillar to give herself a window to attack Judith.  Before the whirlwinds could chase her down, Alex activated Fighting Spirit so her effective level would be closer to Judith's.  Then she snapped her whip at Judith, wrapping the end around her neck.  

 

You have hit Judith the Crusher with a Shocking Strangulation for 98 damage!

 

As she yanked on the whip, cutting off Judith's air supply, warm healing energy flowed into Alex.  Between the spell bonus and the heal, she was back above 50%.  

She leaned into the whip, putting her body weight on her neck.  Judith's eyes bugged out of her head as she clawed at the weapon.  

Feeling like the tide might be turning in her favor, Alex cried out in surprise as a trident went right through her ribs from behind.  

The woman with the eyepatch had climbed down the pillar, picked up a fallen trident, and stuck it into Alex's back.  She was stuck on the end of the weapon, struggling between finishing Judith off and saving herself.  

But she had no time to decide when she looked up to see the other runed crossbow pointed at her.  The gladiator with the beard had stopped trying to hit Sophia.  Alex put all her strength into finishing off Judith as the glowing bolt was unleashed into her chest from above.

 

You have been affected by Heat of the Battle!

You have defeated Judith the Crusher!

You have been defeated!

 

The shock of defeat reverberated through her like a gong.  As a fallen combatant, she collapsed onto her knees, the wounds and weapons no longer affecting her, but she was held in complete stasis.  

Out of the match, she could do nothing but watch as Sophia and the healer faced four gladiators in what looked like overwhelming odds against them, but Alex had faith in her that Sophia could pull out a win.   

Her second-in-command hadn't been idle during this time.  Covering Sophia and the healer was a partial-dome structure that reminded Alex of a jungle gym.  It took Alex a moment to realize that Sophia had used the Petrify Object spell from Zelda to turn her nets into a mobile defensive structure.  

The stone dome allowed Sophia to fire the stolen runed crossbow at the others, while the metal spinning discs bounced harmlessly off the structure.  Only the other crossbow wielder truly threatened her, but Sophia lifted the movable dome above her head and positioned herself right beneath his pillar, which limited his ability to fire at her.

During this time, the woman that had defeated Alex ran over to the dome, but the trident was too wide to penetrate the holes of the stone net.  As she banged uselessly at the structure, Sophia unloaded the runed crossbow into her chest, killing her with two glowing bolts.

Then with the dome propped up, Sophia morphed her weapon into a razor-sharp axe and began chopping at the pillar.  The guy with the crossbow managed to hit her a couple of times, but the healer kept up with the damage easily.  Within a ten-second span, the pillar was toppled, sending it and the gladiator atop to the ground.  

He landed hard, taking half his health, and before he could recover Sophia switched back to the runed crossbow and took him out with a glowing bolt to the groin.  

The two other gladiators looked unsure, yelling at each other to climb down their pillars, but neither wanted to be exposed to the deadly projectiles.  Their indecision cost them as Sophia repeated the trick with the first twin's pillar.  

By the time the other slid down and tried to climb underneath the stone dome, he was the only one left, and realizing his mistake as Sophia transformed her weapon into a two-handed sword and chopped him at the neck, ending the match to stunned silence.

 

You have defeated the Fallen Phoenix clan's second team!

Quest Progress: Beat Fallen Phoenix in three battles to win the clan tournament – 2 wins

You have gained experience: 50,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 1,020 CP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

You have gained a skill point: +1 Whip Tricks

+300 Renown for Bravebear Clan

Special Achievement Reached: You have won a match after you have fallen!

You have gained experience: 250,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 5,000 CP

You have reached level 26!

 

The battle finished, Alex was returned to full health.  She ran over to Sophia and threw her arms around the dark-skinned warrior, who looked a little stunned herself.

"You did it!  You improvised!  I'm so proud of you," said Alex, face split wide, pride tingling through her body as she pulled away.

The other Bravebears climbed into the arena and crowded around Sophia, who looked like she didn't know how to take the attention.

"Thank you, Battleleader, for your instruction," said Sophia as everyone patted her back.  "Without it, I never would have had the confidence to try anything in the middle of the battle."

"Creativity is a skill," said Alex. "You have to practice it like anything else.  And thanks to you, we only have one more fight to beat Fallen Phoenix."

Sophia nodded over her shoulder.  "I do not think there is any doubt who your next opponent will be."

Alex turned to find Tormane the Tower glowering from the stands as they emptied of Phoenixes.  His dead eyes gave her the shivers, but she turned away, not wanting to think about a rematch just yet.  

"Shall we celebrate?" asked Blaze.

"Not yet," said Alex.  "One more fight to go.  One more."

In her gut, Alex knew the last would be the hardest.

 


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

The days after the second fight with the Fallen Phoenix clan passed like a speeding train.  Alex barely remembered sleeping. Whenever she tried to close her eyes, the battle circle bloomed in her head with Tormane the Tower chopping her down with an enormous runed battle-axe.

Nayiri had gotten word that the Fallen Phoenix clan had saved their best for last, including a collection of artifacts that they only used for special occasions.  While each sounded problematic, none of them worried her like the piece called The Impossible Armor.  From what Nayiri could gather, the thick metal was nearly impervious to weapons or spells, and directed by the mind of the wearer, could shift to reinforce different sections, making them effectively invincible.  

Along with the weapons, the Fallen Phoenix clan had a bank of CPs saved that they'd cashed in to max Tormane and the other warriors that would join him in the battle circle.  

The only good thing about the match was that she knew exactly who she would be facing, but the knowledge didn't seem to help as they struggled to form a coherent plan, only settling on a mixed team of herself, Nayiri, a ranged, a mage, and a healer at the last second.  

While they worked on tactics in the longhouse, Alex felt like they were only starting to gel as a team when the day of the final match arrived.

Alex was standing at the arena visualizing herself fighting Tormane when Sophia came up from behind.  The stands were only starting to fill up, but the calls of vendors hawking their wares in the surrounding hillside carried over the seats.  She could smell the grilled meats and spices that made up the battle-day fare.  

"How are you feeling, Battleleader?" asked Sophia.

"Unprepared," said Alex, rubbing a blister in the palm of her hand with her thumb.  She'd been trying new techniques with the whip, but none of them had panned out.  The only thing she'd gotten from her trials was torn skin.  

"You've faced worse odds and won," said Sophia as she cupped her hand over her eyes to block the glaring sun.

"But I usually have a solid plan that I think will leverage my abilities to victory," said Alex, shaking her head as she looked down at her sandaled feet.  "But not this time."

"Where's Nayiri?" asked Sophia.  "I have yet to see her this morning."

Alex nodded towards the other camp.  "She went into the Phoenix area last night, hoping to score more information that might help us in the battle circle.  I assume she must be finding something useful, or we would have seen her by now."

"The match starts soon," said Sophia, glancing at the position of the sun.  "She'd better hurry, or you're going to have to fight a person down.  The stones are already in the bag."

"I am aware," said Alex with a sigh.  "She'll be here.  She'd better."

Alex squinted towards the Phoenix camp, her mouth set to a grim line as she watched the stands fill up with spectators. There was no sign of Nayiri.  

When the match was nearing the start, Alex and her team were standing in the circle, stretching and taking tentative swings with their weapons.  Everyone looked pale with worry without their fifth member.  

Soon after the stones were called, Alex got to confirm that there were no surprises in Tormane's team.  The Fallen Phoenixes looked like a group of ogres had been squeezed into armor and set loose in the battle circle.  Alex felt like a pee-wee football team squaring up against professionals.  

Tormane strutted onto the dirt, his cobalt armor shifting idly around his limbs, adjusting as he moved, which made him appear as a high-tech android.  He carried not the battle-axe of her nightmares, but a grotesquely large hammer that looked like it could smash a small car flat in one blow.

The others were equally menacing: an enormous woman with a rhino horn sticking out of her helmet, a slender fellow with light green skin and a serpent's tongue slithering from his lips casually carrying a longsword and twin daggers on his hips, a figure in heavy black plate with the mask of a wolf, and a woman in chain wielding two heavy axes with flames dripping from the razor edges.  

 

Tormane the Tower, Fallen Phoenix: Battleleader, Level 33

 

Her heart sunk as she saw his level.  The others were 30+, which gave them a significant advantage over her team, which was mostly in the upper 20s.  Only Nayiri exceeded it at level 31, but that meant nothing since she wasn't in the circle.  

Alex looked around the arena, hoping to see the nimble rogue arrive in time for the fight.  Her heart jumped when a figure dropped into the arena, but it was Blaze who ran over to her and whispered into her ear.

The news staggered Alex, who had to put her hand on Blaze's shoulder for stability.  After a moment of thought, she nodded to Blaze, who ran to the edge and climbed out of the circle, back to the rest of the Bravebears.  

Her clan, which only took up a quarter of the arena stands, set to chattering, their faces heavy with the expectation of the news.  

Alex turned to Tormane, who had approached the center area with a smirk so large plastered on his lips that he looked like he was ready to bust out with an epic belly laugh at any moment.

Alex raised her fist, pointing a finger into the opposing battleleader's face.

"You barking cheat.  You've kidnapped the fifth member of my team!  Are you that afraid of us that you have to stoop to cheating?" she asked, her voice cracking with anger.

Tormane lifted one hand in the air, half-shrug, half-incredulousness.  

"I'm sorry if you lost your fifth member, but that's not my fault," he said.  "Maybe if you kept better care of them, they wouldn't desert you in your time of need."

Alex spun around, looking back to Sophia and the rest of the clan leadership.  Sophia held her hands to her mouth, which told her everything she needed to know about what she was thinking.  

"I demand a delay to the match until my fifth member shows up," said Alex.

Tormane peeled back his lips in a gruesome smile.  "We start when we agreed to start.  No earlier, and no later.  The time is now.  We fight or you forfeit.  While I prefer the former, I'll take the latter if you're afraid of my hammer."

Alex cracked her whip at his feet, forcing him to flinch.  

"I'll never be afraid of you," she said.  "When the clan bleeds."

"It bleeds as one."

Alex stalked back to her teammates, who looked like they were going to throw up.  She looked them directly in the eyes as her jaw pulsed with anger.  

"It doesn't matter that there's only four of us.  If we stick to the plan, we can still win."

They gave her nods of agreement, but their eyes were full of fear.

"Begin!"

The first moments of the match began with a full charge from the Phoenixes, led by Tormane the Tower.  The ground shook from the impact.  

Her team wasn't made for head-to-head battle, so Alex yelled out, "Evade one!"

Her healer was first to react, sending out a flash of golden light that blinded them.  This was followed by her mage spreading his fingers and spraying an oily black mist into the dirt.  By the time the charging warriors hit the greasy slick, their metal boots lost traction, arms pinwheeling as they tried to stay up.  

Before they could climb to their feet, Alex lit the greasy pool with a sputtering flame spell that only produced sparks, but it was enough.  The five scrambling gladiators went up like a bonfire, their screams filling the air.  While they rolled out of the fire, putting themselves out, Alex led her team to the opposite side of the circle.  

After they recovered, the wolf-headed gladiator raised their hands, filling their team with golden light that erased the damage from the greasy fire.  This renewal wasn't unexpected, but their trick would put a pause in their step the next time they tried to charge.

"Remember," said Alex, before the other team reached them, "we're more mobile than they are in their heavy plate.  Hit quickly, hit hard, but pivot away and regen our faez.  We need to wear them down."

This time the Phoenixes spread out, forming an arc as they collapsed around the Bravebear position.  Tormane was in the center, directing the others as he hefted his massive hammer in one fist.

"Break three," said Alex, motioning towards the woman with twin flame axes on the right.

The Phoenixes shifted in response, bunching up slightly.  Alex had to hide her amusement as her ranged gladiator fired a glowing red arrow at Rhinohelm, which stunned her in place.  The misdirection caught the Phoenixes off guard.  Her team ran past the woman, slicing her with their weapons as they went past, escaping the net that Tormane had wanted to ensnare them in.  The reversal infuriated Tormane, who stomped his boot into the ground so hard it formed an indentation.  

When they approached the third time, Tormane directed Wolf-Mask with a hand gesture.  They raised their fist, slamming it down midair, forming a concussive wave that hit the Bravebears like a herd of stampeding bison.  

Alex was thrown off her feet, landing hard on her back.  The four of them had taken around 10% of their health.  Before they could recover, the Phoenixes charged.  Alex managed to mez the woman with flame axes with Whip Tricks, but the others converged on her mage.  In a matter of seconds, he went down, leaving them short two members.

The green-skinned warrior tried to close the distance and attack Alex with a longsword, but she redirected the blow into Rhinohelm.  The two of them kept Alex pinned down and unable to remez Flame Axes, but she managed to do nearly three-quarters of Rhinohelm's health worth of damage through Misdirection.

On the other side of the circle, Tormane was chasing the Bravebear healer around, while her ranged tried to fire arrows at him, but his armor kept adjusting to block it.

"On me!" Alex yelled at the ranged gladiator as she hit Rhinohelm with a Cloud Taunt for the continuing damage.

As Wolf-Mask lifted their arms to heal, Alex hit them with a Whip Tricks, which allowed the woman with flaming axes to come out of hers.  This lapse in healing allowed them to burn down Rhinohelm, defeating her in short order.  

The two sides regrouped on opposite ends of the circle.  They were both down a member.  

"We're doing good, team.  Keep it up," she told them.

 

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Leadership

 

When the Phoenixes approached, Alex mezzed Wolf-Mask with Whip Tricks again, while her ranged fired at the woman with flaming axes.  This lasted until Tormane stepped in front, his armor shifting wide to block the missiles.  

Alex made a strafing run past Tormane, forcing him to follow her while the green-skinned warrior went after her healer.  She tried casting Cloud Taunt on Tormane, but his armor blocked the spell.  It didn't matter since his animosity towards her acted as the same.

She thought she would have been able to stay ahead of him due to her lighter armor, but Tormane kept on her heels, slamming his massive hammer inches behind her.  Alex had to use Fighting Spirit to buff her strength and speed to stay ahead of him, but almost as soon as she did, he found another gear, clipping her with his weapon for 20% of her health.  

In a fit of desperation, Alex used her Overcharge ability on Fighting Spirit, finding that she could focus the spell on a single aspect of the buff.  Alex pumped faez into her speed, which allowed her to avoid the former battleleader.

While she dodged him, her healer and ranged were no match for the two against them.  The green-skinned warrior kept them hemmed in, while the woman with the flame axes was taking large chunks of their health.  If Alex couldn't figure out a way to take one down, then they were going to lose.

Alex managed to mez the healer again as she stayed ahead of Tormane, who was red-faced with rage as he chased her around the battle circle.  Her faez was rapidly running out.  It was down below 30%.

Right as her ranged gladiator fired a critical hit, the woman with double flaming axes slammed her weapons into his chest, defeating him before another heal could save him.

Seeing that the axe-wielding warrior was pure melee with no faez pool, Alex misdirected the Fighting Spirit buff from herself onto her.  Without faez to maintain the spell, the buff ended, resulting in a 55% swing in health, defeating the gladiator.

But losing the buff meant that Tormane could catch her.  His massive hammer caught her cleanly in the shoulder, spinning her into the wall.  It felt like her arm had been run over by a semi.  She struggled to get up as Tormane glowered over her.

On her knees, Alex snapped her whip out, trying to catch him around the neck, but his armor reached out with a metallic pseudopod and knocked it away.  She attacked a few more times, but his armor shifted and reformed, alive in its defense of the former Bravebear.

When a heal returned her health to half, Tormane laughed in her face.  

"It doesn't matter.  Heal her all you want.  You can't touch me in my armor, and I can kill you whenever I want," said Tormane, gloating above her.

Alex lashed out at him with everything she had, firing Cloud Taunts and Wind Gusts in succession, but the armor blocked every attack as if it were made of the souls of a thousand Grand Masters.

To her left, the green-skinned warrior and Wolf-Mask had pinned her healer against the wall.  Her health was rapidly trending to zero.  Only her constant self-heals were keeping her up.  

Alex rage screamed at Tormane, snapping her whip at his face, trying to get through his cobalt blue armor.  With no enemies behind him, every section of the exquisite plate shifted forward, forming an impenetrable wall.  His backside was completely naked but it didn't matter since she couldn't get past the armor.

Even as her fatigue rose towards maximum, she kept at her attacks, blindly swinging as his laughter fell down around her like ashes.  

When at last he'd tired of her feeble attacks, Tormane the Tower lifted his hammer into the air, raising it above his head in preparation to smash her into pulp.  

Alex abandoned her whip and slammed her fists against the wall of steel.  

There was nothing she could do to get through his armor. 

Nothing.

She'd exhausted every bit of faez and fatigue attacking him and the Impossible Armor had repelled everything without fail.

It was the perfect defense, a magical artifact without peer.  

Tormane's hammer rested at the apex, a breath before it would smash into her.

There was no way she would be able to avoid the blow...exactly as she'd planned it.

Alex almost gave it away when she glanced to her left, right as Wolf-Mask smashed into her healer's chest with their spiked mace, defeating them.  

As Tormane grunted, flexing his body to bring the hammer down with such force it would explode her into nothingness, he froze.

It wasn't a spell that caused his immobility.

After all, no magic could penetrate his armor as long as he was aware of the threat.  

Nor had he changed his mind.  

Tormane's hatred of Alexandria Duke had led him to make dangerous promises to Judith the Crusher in exchange for the chance to kill her.  

It was utter and complete shock.

Alex smiled back at him as he collapsed to his knees, twin daggers in his back up to the hilt.

 

Nayiri Shadowmarch has Assassinated Tormane the Tower!

Tormane the Tower has been affected by Unfortunate Morphing!

 

The green-skinned warrior behind him changed back into the pale Bravebear, throwing Alex a mischievous wink as she slipped the Twin Daggers of the Chimera back into their sheaths with a flourish.  

As the Unfortunate Morphing took hold of the battleleader, he went through contortions.  His arms bent at angles that should have snapped them, and his jaw shifted back towards his neck while his forehead elongated.  

The battle paused while they watched the Fallen Phoenix battleleader transform.  

At first, Alex didn't know what he was changing into, especially when his cobalt armor sloughed off his body and clattered to the ground, until she saw the tusks forming in his mouth and the large horn on his forehead.  

When the transformation was complete, a Rhinoboar stood in the battle circle.  Alex thought she was going to have to defeat it too, but the warped animal charged towards the wall and leapt into the stands, forcing the clans to scatter.  But the creature made no attempt to attack anyone and raced towards the exit in a mad dash to escape.

In the stunned quiet of the battle circle, Alex and Nayiri advanced on an outnumbered Wolf-Mask.  The final Fallen Phoenix made a brief and unsuccessful effort at defense, but was ultimately defeated.

 

You have defeated the Fallen Phoenix clan's final team!

You have defeated the Fallen Phoenix clan!

You have gained the Fallen Phoenix clan!

Quest Progress: Beat Fallen Phoenix in three battles to win the clan tournament – 3 wins

Quest Complete: You have won the Grand Tournament of the Western Plains 

You have gained experience: 573,000 XP

You have gained conquest points: 57,020 CP

You have gained a unique skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

You have learned a new spell: Tactical Phantasm

You have gained a skill point: +1 Whip Tricks

You have gained a skill point: +1 Cloud Taunt

You have gained a skill point: +1 Misdirection

+3,000 Renown for Bravebear Clan

You have reached level 27!

You have reached level 28!

 

The end of the battle brought a relief so deep that Alex wanted to collapse onto the dirt, but there were hundreds of eyes upon her and she was their new battleleader, so she maintained her fierce resolve.

As she looked to the Fallen Phoenix banner on the other side of the circle, a memory from earlier in the year returned to her.  Alex marched to the other side, climbed up the wall, and used her jagged knife to cut down the banner as a trophy before shoving it into her Handysack.

This symbolic act woke the stands as they erupted in thunderous applause.  The younger members of the clans poured into the battle circle, running towards their new battleleader.

As they came like a tide to carry her away in victory and celebration, Alex whispered to herself, "One more.  One more."


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

The days after the final battle, when Alex was crowned the winner of the clan tournament, earning the right to compete in the Arena of the Gods for the title of Champion of Warsong, went by in a blur.  

The Fallen Phoenixes had been three times their size, so it took time to reorganize the clan under the Bravebear banner.  She quickly realized that managing a clan of that size could overwhelm her, so she appointed Sophia Lionheart, Judith the Crusher, Mancalf, and Blaze Frostmane as her counselors, giving them considerable discretion when it came to daily activities.  

There had been some grumbling at first, mostly because the clans had never been united under one battleleader, and they'd thought that there would be no more fights in the circle, but Alex announced that there would be daily battles for rank much as she'd done when the clan was small.

This seemed to please the gladiators for the time being.  Once things had settled down, she planned on letting the majority of them return to their original camps, because there wasn't enough game in the surrounding plains to feed such a large group.  She figured they could institute a regular traveling schedule based on the clan hierarchy rather than the whims of the battleleaders.  That would also keep them from conspiring to maintain their leadership roles.  Everyone would have to fight in the circle to earn and keep their rank.

Alex spent a chunk of CPs on upgrading the longhouse and other buildings to more permanent structures, saving the rest to qualify for the final tournament, which she learned would occur in a month's time.  This would give her a chance to return to Invictus for her meeting with Dr. Althud with plenty of time to travel to the city of Warsong at the center of the zone.

For herself, she put all points into Cunning, then examined the new spell she'd earned from leveling up.

 

Spell: Tactical Phantasm – Tier 1

Faez: 35 ׀ Range: 50 feet

Effect: Create an illusionary version of yourself that you can transfer your agro to.  The illusion will remain until damaged.

 

She learned that the champion she would face in the Arena of the Gods was called the Crimson Scourge for their dominance in the battle circle and their bright red armor.  

When she had a moment's respite in the longhouse, which had been transformed into a great hall, she asked Sophia if she knew anything about her future opponent.

"I'm sure they're formidable, but I have no doubt that you can beat them.  Yours is the most cunning mind to ever enter the battle circle," said Sophia as they sat in the council room eating roast boar and drinking honey mead.

"But the final battle is a fight for the crowd's favor.  What I'm good at doesn't look like much," said Alex, wiping her greasy fingers on her leathers.

"You beat Tormane head to head for leadership of Bravebears," said Sophia, setting down the leg of boar she'd been gnawing on.

"But had to rely on a trick to beat him a second time," said Alex.  

"A masterful trick it was," said Sophia, shaking her head.  "How long had you two planned that?"

"A few days," said Alex.  "Once I heard about the Impossible Armor, I knew we weren't going to win in a straight-up fight.  The only shame is that the armor can only be donned once per year, but I guess an artifact like that would be too powerful without some restrictions."

"Still," said Sophia, eyes alight with possibilities, "who else would have thought of such subterfuge?"

"You can stretch your mind to a lot of things if your life is on the line," said Alex with a heavy sigh.  

"Life is on the line?  I don't understand.  We battle for glory on the Warsong Plains, not life and death," said Sophia, head tilted.

"It's complicated," said Alex, right as Nayiri burst into the room.  "Anyway, I wouldn't have had a chance to pull that trick if you hadn't won the second match."

"You provided the inspiration," said Sophia, who looked to the side as if she'd thought of something important.

Nayiri bounced her way to the head of the table, then threw herself into Alex's lap.  

"Hey, love," she said, staring into her black eyes, which reminded her of the vastness of space.  

"Hey," said Nayiri, a coy grin perched on her lips, ready to leap off with a kiss.  "Thank you for last night."

Alex closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against Nayiri's as she cupped her face in her hand, relishing in her sweet smell.  With only one more step to becoming Champion of Warsong, her time in the zone was coming to an end.  Alex had no idea what would happen to her friends or the clan when she moved on.  Would they transform into a new zone just as the Warped Forest had reset, reforming with warped elementals rather than warped animals?  Or could they be set free from the bonds of the zone?

Dr. Althud had told her to form relationships, that they would help her with the brain tumor.  But these couldn't last.  Even if Sophia and Nayiri and the others continued, Alex had to move on.  

"What's wrong?" asked Nayiri, pulling away slightly with her head tilted.

"It's been a long year," said Alex, lips squeezed tight.  "I'm tired and I don't want it to end."

"But you'll be Champion of Warsong soon," said Nayiri, eyes bright with ideas.  "Then we can spend our days presiding over endless battles in the Arena of the Gods.  Our glory will multiply."

Her dreams sounded wonderful, but they only reminded Alex that none of this was real, even if it felt and smelled and tasted like it was.  It was hard to fathom that last night with Nayiri wasn't real, but that was the way of things.  But she didn't want to think about goodbyes, not when there was still more to do.

"The magical items," said Sophia suddenly, slapping her hand on the table.  "I'd been wondering how they figured out our teams when only a few of us knew what they were.  But it was the magical items.  When we gave them out, we made it obvious who was going to fight next."

"Thankfully we were able to overcome that mistake," said Alex, tapping on Nayiri's shoulder to let her know that she needed to get up.

"What's wrong?" asked Nayiri, out of her lap.

"I have to go," said Alex.  "But don't worry, I'll be back in a few days, a week at the most.  We're not leaving for Warsong until after that, so there's plenty of time."

"Where do you go?" asked Nayiri, hands clenched against her chest.

"I'm...I'm from another land," said Alex.  "I must return from time to time to take care of things there."

"What's it like?" asked Nayiri.

"Quite different in some respects," said Alex.  "But also quite similar."

Nayiri flattened her lips.  "That doesn't explain a thing.  Is it a good or bad place?"

Alex laughed.  "Good, mostly, except for one very unfortunate thing."

"What's that?" she asked.

Alex wrapped Nayiri in her arms and gave her a deep kiss.  "That you're not there."

Her eyes lit up.  "Then take me with you!"

A knot caught in Alex's chest.  "I...I can't.  I'm sorry."

Nayiri didn't seem to mind the denial.  Instead, she placed her finger against her breastbone.  "When you come back, you have to tell me all about it.  At least give me that much."

"A fair compromise," said Alex.

After giving her girlfriend one last kiss, she triggered the log out sequence, giving Nayiri a wave right before she disappeared.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

After months of the clan tournament, returning to Gamemakers Hall felt anticlimactic.  She'd gotten used to the fawning attention of her clan, or the spiteful glares of the others, but the empty hallways back in the real world felt like they were the fake place.

But that was the nature of games—they squeezed out the boring bits between, leaving nothing but nonstop excitement and the joy of progression.  

Alex took a lap around the building, finding that she was the only one outside the game currently.  Not even Professor Marzio was in his office.  

The only sign she had of recent activity was a strange drawing on a pad of paper in the kitchen.  Someone had sketched a device in the shape of a triangle.  At first glance, she thought it was a three-part staff, or coiling dragon staff—she'd played an anime-based game a few years ago that had them as weapon options—except the staff sections had details inside of them that were too finely drawn to understand.

Alex was surprised to find it was springtime outside the hall.  The birds were active and the cracks in the sidewalks were filled with new grass.  The air smelled fresh and she kept expanding her chest to fill herself.  Months of battle with the clans had conditioned her to think that body odor was the natural scent of the land, so it was nice to breathe fresh air.

On the way out, she swung by the warehouse where Andre and his friends had been watching the Hall from.  The huge space had been cleared out except for a few old rusted machines on the other side.  They had a living space set up right inside the door consisting of a couple of card tables, a ratty couch covered in duct tape, and a bright orange milk crate filled with gaming supplies.  

Alex shook a bag of dice and riffled through the materials, finding a folder of character sheets.  When she lifted it, a picture fell out that she rescued from the dust on the cracked concrete floor.  It was a picture of the five of them.  She assumed it was Freeport Games by the room full of tables with kids playing board games in the background.  Alex recognized Andre, Doug, and Miranda from her previous encounter with them and assumed the other two—a chubby guy with a cleft chin wearing a Wizard's Wax Museum T-shirt and a cute girl with an aqua Mohawk—were Hayden and Isla respectively.  The girl, Isla, wore a mathlete shirt over a plaid skirt.  Alex felt weird snooping through their gear, so she put them back without looking at any more of them.  

The whole train ride to Dr. Althud's left Alex a little bewildered, especially as she was so keenly aware how no one made eye contact, or interacted.  Spending so long in the game, living in a hut and surrounded by rolling plains, made the real world feel harsh in comparison, even though she spent much of that time being stabbed in the battle circle.  But it was that comradery around the regular combat that had bonded them.

"Yeah, ritualized combat will bring the world together," she muttered to herself with a little laugh at the end.

Dr. Althud answered the door soon after she knocked, wearing black-and-white robes with a fencing mask covering his face.  

"Alexandria," he said, inclining his head in greeting.  "I was wondering if you ever planned to come back."

"Is it still okay?  Is this a bad time?" she asked.

"No, it is fine.  And my apologies, you wanted to be called Alex, right?" he asked as he stepped aside to let her into his apartment.

"Yes, thank you," she said.

He led her into the examination room.  Along the way, she was able to notice more details than last time.  Suitcases had been piled in the corner next to a backpack.  He had a painting of a Menger sponge—a mathematical construct with infinite surface area—on one wall.  Other art objects displayed similar ideas: impossible architectures that were allowed mathematically, but were difficult to comprehend.  Alex had always enjoyed them because they stretched her mind like a Buddhist kaon.

"So...what's the plan, doc?" she asked after she climbed onto the crinkling paper of the examination table.  

"I've been doing some research, looking for other examples of a tumor in this location, but I've found few precedents," said Dr. Althud with his hands clasped before him.

"Great, I'm a cancer pioneer.  Does that mean I'll have it named after me?" she asked.

"Actually, it might," he said.

"Not exactly how I wanted to become famous," said Alex.

He nodded.  "Agreed.  I think the problem with your tumor is how it got there.  There have been no other instances of a tumor growing around the faez conduit because it usually cannot."

"Is that good or bad?" she asked.

He tilted his head.  "I think good, but I don't know for certain, mostly because the raw stuff of magic is poorly understood.  Where does it come from?  Is it matter from another universe?  Maybe another realm?  But for the context of your tumor, it might be that we can use the magic to help shrink it."

"I thought you said not to use magic," she said.

"I'm working on a theory, but we're going to have to test it.  Are you up for that?" he asked.

"Of course," she said.

He held his gloved hands up.  "I'm going to place my hands on your head.  Once I do, I want you to think about a difficult relationship, something that causes you some heartache, while performing a small bit of magic, nothing that requires a lot of faez, but that you can do easily."

She knew exactly what moment she would think of, because it was a memory that never really went away for her.  

"I'll make a flame," she said, holding her hand out, palm up.  

"Great," he said.  "I'm placing my hands on your head now."

With his hands against her temples, a tingling sensation went through her.  She closed her eyes, which emphasized the closeness of the doctor.  He smelled like something old and wet, as if he'd been dragged out of the ocean.  

"Think about that difficult relationship and make your flame," he said.

Alex pictured the last day she'd seen her father, right before the accident.  She remembered it vividly...

...the door had squeaked open, but she'd ignored it, focused on the eighteen ogre champions she was kiting through the Bloated Swamp, dodging past fetid pools and dangerous viper vines.  

She was almost to level 75, which she needed to reach to be able to join a guild for raiding.  It'd been hard fitting in grinding to max level with school, but it'd be worth it when she killed the Dread Archmage in the Citadel of the Arcane Dream.

"Hey, Alexandria."

It was her dad.  

"Hey," she said as she recast Cloud of Insects on the ogre champions.  

"I was thinking we could go hiking today.  It's blue skies forever," he said.  "I thought we could go to the Devil's Icebox.  I know you're always asking.  I have a lunch packed."

"Uhm," she said as she narrowly kept a viper vine from tangling around her legs.  "Got this thing...almost...to level 75."

"Oh," he said.  "Can't take a break?"

"No," she said, recasting Mass Slow to keep the ogre champions at bay.  It'd taken weeks of camping the Last Aerie to get the ultra-rare Belt of Time Distortion that allowed her to kite mass groups of enemies without them catching her.  "The raid is tomorrow.  I have to be level 75 if I want to be included."

"Oh," said her dad.  "Okay.  Maybe I'll just go into work today, since you're busy.  That way we can have time later when you're free."

"Uhm, yeah.  Sure, Dad," she said.

When Dr. Althud's hands pulled away from her head, she let the flame on her palm dissipate into a thin wisp of smoke.  The memory left her cold.  She pulled her arms around her chest, squeezing herself.  

"Was that the day he died?" asked Dr. Althud.

Alex nodded absently as she stared at the corner of the room.  She wished she'd taken the time to go on a hike with her dad.  A few years before that she was always begging to go to Devil's Icebox.  If they'd taken that trip, he wouldn't have gone to work and fallen off the roof when the scaffolding collapsed.  She knew it wasn't her fault.  She didn't cause the accident, but she'd never be able to erase the regrets of that day.

"I'm sorry, Alex.  I'm sure that's very difficult for you," he said.

She lifted her head, looking at Dr. Althud's featureless mask.  

"I know I didn't cause it.  It was just bad, shitty luck.  Just like the stupid tumor with my mom.  But it doesn't make me feel any better about how he died," said Alex, staring at the clock on the wall.

"Even if he'd died a different day, under different circumstances, you'd still blame yourself.  Survivor's guilt is an illogical, but unfortunate truth that you must deal with," said Dr. Althud.

Alex rubbed her palm with the thumb of her other hand.  "What did my magic tell you?"

Dr. Althud took a deep breath before he answered.  "This isn't an ordinary tumor, nor are you an ordinary girl."

"Am I Supergirl?" she joked.

"That might make this easier," he said, and she sensed a smile behind his mask.  "When you were thinking about your father, things were happening in the tumor and in the area around it.  It appears these things are now linked.  Your Transference spell did more than move the tumor, it changed your brain, connected things that were never meant to be connected."

"What does that mean for me?" she asked.

"That is what we're going to have to find out," he said.  

"When do we start?" 

"Unfortunately, I am leaving on a journey for a few months.  It was good you came when you did, or you would have missed me," he said.

"The suitcases," she said, understanding.

"Yes.  But no worries.  My absence will not be an issue for your treatment.  In fact, I think it's best that you work on some things first before we meet again.  Based on my analysis, I think your emotional state, the tumor, and your magic are all linked now," he said.

"Do I get more power when I have my period or something?" she asked sardonically.

When he tilted his head in confusion, she added, "A joke, Doc."

"Ahh...well my homework for you is to work on your personal relationships both in your games and outside of them.  The stronger your links with others, the better you're going to be able to withstand the effects of the tumor," said Dr. Althud.

"Withstand the effects?"

"Yes," said Dr. Althud.  "I would explain more, but I don't fully understand myself, and I don't want to lead you astray if I'm wrong."

"That sounds ominous," she said.

"Let's hope not," he replied.

She shook her head, heart heavy with thoughts.  "What if my relationships aren't with real people?  What if they're fictitious NPCs in a game?"

"If it feels real, then your mind and body will react as if it's real."  He put a gloved hand to his mask.  "And I would get a job this summer.  A place that will put you in contact with as many people as possible."

"I probably needed to do that anyway," said Alex, thinking of her mom's bills.  "What about magic?"

"Avoid it if you can.  Small amounts won't hurt too much, but nothing grand like your tumor transfer.  It could awaken the tumor in ways you don't want," said Dr. Althud.

"Awaken the tumor.  You make it sound like I have an alien in my head," said Alex.

"Nothing like that, but the effects might be the same," he said, motioning for her to stand.

As he led her back to the front, visions of her head exploding from runaway tumor made her chuckle under her breath.

"Come back at the end of the summer before you start school again.  We'll talk more then," he said.  

"Have a good trip, or something," she said, giving him a curt wave as he closed the door.  

"Merlin's hairy balls, my life is weird," she said, heading back to the train station.  "I have a girlfriend that isn't real, an alien tumor in my head that likes magic, and a doctor who probably plays poker with the other Old Ones on long cruises through the Realm of Madness."

Alex didn't have to be back in Gamemakers Online for a few more days, so after calling her mom to catch up on the gossip at the diner, she spent the rest of the time wandering the city.  It was nice for a change not to have to be leveling up, or preparing for another battle in the dirt circle.  

When she'd had her fill of doing nothing, Alex returned to the Plains of Warsong, where she would travel to the Arena of the Gods, for one last fight to become the champion.  

 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

Returning to the Bravebear camp after a few weeks away allowed Alex to see the changes that had transformed the grassy hilltop.  When she'd first arrived many months ago, it'd been a loose collection of ratty tents scattered across the hillside with random cooking fires between them.  

Now it looked like a small village with the tents replaced by thatched-roof huts, chickens and small children darting between them.  The longhouse had transformed into a massive timber structure, pillars carved into fantastical animals.  She could see the totems of the clans she'd defeated represented in the carvings.  

Missing Nayiri, Alex went to the hut, which hadn't changed since she'd become the leader of the clan.  She hadn't wanted to waste CPs on a frivolous expense, so she'd left it simple, but now that the rest of the camp had been improved it looked like the least of the living spaces.

Alex flung the door open, hoping to find Nayiri still nestled in the furs, but the space was empty and appeared it'd been that way for some time.  

"Battleleader!" called Sophia from behind.  "I thought you might return soon."

"Hey, Sophia," said Alex, running a hand through her hair.  "Where's Nayiri?"

"I hope you don't mind, but I sent her to Warsong City so she could gather information about your final opponent," said Sophia.

"Good idea," said Alex with a frown.

"You are displeased with this decision?" asked Sophia.

"No, the decision was appropriate, perfect really," said Alex.  "I was just hoping to catch up with her during the journey."

Sophia's eyes crinkled with a smile.  "I understand.  You miss your girlfriend."

"Anything I need to know before we leave?" asked Alex.

"No," said Sophia. "I have the horses and provisions prepared."

"When are we leaving?" she asked.

"This afternoon if that is acceptable to you," said Sophia.  

"Yeah, let's go.  I want to get this over with," said Alex, looking across the rolling plains.  "It's been a long year."

A group of twenty left the Bravebear camp, including Sophia, Mancalf, Blaze, and Sorrow, along with a few other high-level gladiators and the appropriate support staff.  

The journey across the plains took a little over a week.  They took their time, making camp early in the afternoon and leaving late in the morning.  The first few days Alex had leg cramps from riding, but eventually the soreness passed. 

As they neared Warsong, the terrain flattened and the gold-green grasses became farmland, dotted with small villages.  The dirt road turned to stone and their travel sped up, until the hazy outline of the city could be seen from a distance.

When they arrived in the city, Alex was surprised by its size and vibrance.  While it was nothing compared to the modern cities of her world, Warsong had the feel of an early Rome.  

The Bravebear banner brought gawkers, young dirty faced girls and boys who ran alongside them and touched her boots in awe.  The adults usually stopped whatever they were doing—leaning on a shovel or broom—and inclined their heads with respect.  

The further they went into the city, the more the streets were lined with colorful banners depicting great champions of the past.  The avenues widened until they were grand thoroughfares designed to carry huge crowds to the arena.  

When she first saw the Arena of the Gods, her breath caught in her throat.  They'd come around the bend, a line of tall buildings blocking the view.  Then the enormous structure was exposed all at once.  

It was the size and shape of the Coliseum, but around the upper saddle, the crenellations had been carved into mythical monsters including manticores, dragons, and hydras.  The outer grounds featured thirty-foot-high statues of former champions with names like Larius of the Song, the Death Machine, Zivia of the Heist, Olga the Elder, and Selanna Strongbow.  

They dismounted when a group of priests in ochre robes flowed from the Arena of the Gods towards her.  The priest in front looked like a bodybuilder, barely contained by his simple garment.

"Greetings, Champion Alexandria Duke.  I am Altarius Coldhammer, High Priest of Warsong.  We welcome you to the Arena of the Gods," he said with a flourishing bow.

"Greetings, Altarius," said Alex, returning his bow.  "Thank you for your welcome, it's been a long journey."

"Which is why we wanted to make sure we got you settled in right away.  My priests can take your horses to the stables, while I will lead you to the apartments that you can reside in during your stay," said Altarius.

They gathered their things while stern-jawed priests led away the horses.  Alex saw many scars on the priests, suggesting that joining their order was more than a religious experience.

As they passed the statues, Sorrow paused at one with a lute on his back and a gladius in his fist.  Her dour companion looked up at the visage, his face wracked with consternation.

"Don't worry, Sorrow, I'm not going to make you fight in the Arena, but you should at least be proud that bards can become champions too," she said with a smile, putting her hand on his shoulder to lead him away.

He kept glancing behind them at the statue, but Alex got distracted by what Altarius was explaining as they climbed a flight of stairs that led them higher into the Arena.

"...fights twice daily, more during festival weeks.  The caverns beneath the Arena are almost as large as the city, which we use for a huge zoo beneath that holds all manner of creatures.  We're quite proud of the brood of Behemoths that we use on occasion in the Arena, though only for the greatest of warriors.  Even one is a challenge for a fully prepared group."

As they walked past an archway, Alex got a glimpse of the fighting grounds.  They'd never had enough money to go to a sporting event, not even the Kentucky Derby, so she had nothing to judge it by, except that her breath seemed to hold in her chest when she looked at it.  It wasn't just the vastness of the space, but the number of seats in the Arena.  

"Five thousand four hundred and thirty-four," said Altarius from her side, guessing at her thoughts.  "And every one one of them will be filled when you fight down there.  Don't worry, Alexandria, there will be an appropriate audience for a warrior such as yourself.  Your exploits have reached us here in Warsong, and we are quite excited to see your agile mind pitted against the Crimson Scourge's lethal grace."

"Lethal grace," Alex repeated, shaking her head.  "What's the pillar in the center of the fighting grounds?"

"A safety precaution.  In fights against the menagerie, it keeps them from entering the stands and injuring our viewing audience," he said as he led her away. 

"Are the restrictions on death not present here like in the battle circles?" asked Alex.  

"They remain as they are in the outer regions, but at times our gladiators, especially those that come from outside Warsong like yourself, wish to fight high-stakes matches.  The pillar can change the arena so it's not safe like the areas that surround our humble lands."

"Like the Warped Forest," she said.

His eyes crinkled with thought.  "Yes, like the Warped Forest, a dangerous region from which we stay away."

As he led her away from the arena, her thoughts went to the mention of those that come from outside Warsong.  It suggested that not all that had visited the zone had attempted to become champion.  It was possible that previous members of Gamemakers Hall had come to the Arena of the Gods solely to fight one of the creatures in the menagerie to complete a high-level quest.  Alex wondered what sort of rewards, besides hitting level 40, came with Champion of Warsong.

"What kind of rewards?" asked Alex, interrupting Altarius from explaining the way the voting stones worked.

"Excuse me?" he asked, folding his hands together.

"The rewards for high-stakes matches?  What kind are there?  And are there other rewards for becoming Champion of Warsong?" she asked.

"Ahh, yes.  We have items of great power that travelers wish to acquire, or keys to other locations in this vast land.  But the greater the reward, the greater the challenge," he said.

"And becoming champion?" she asked.

"They are great rewards that you will no doubt enjoy," he said.

"I see," she said, motioning for him to continue his explanation.  Eventually he led her to the apartments where Alex and her friends would be residing during the tournament.  

After two years of living in camps, the apartments at the Arena were a pleasant surprise.  A dozen rooms split off a large central area.  Alex was led to the largest room, which had a bed the size of Texas in the middle of it.  She felt like royalty as she ran her fingertips across the gold filigree on the washbasin sitting atop a marble table.

"There will be priests stationed outside your apartments, they can be sent to fetch you anything you might need.  Food, drinks, men, or women," said Altarius.

She must have made a face because Altarius added, "We have no slaves or prostitutes in Warsong.  These are men and women for whom it would be an honor to sleep with a champion.  Some hope to have a child from such warrior stock."

"I guess that's no different than the celebrities of my world," she said.  "But you can have them stand down.  I'm not here for such carnal delights."

"As you wish," said Altarius, bowing his head.  "Is there anything else you desire?"

"What's the schedule?  Tell me more about my fight," said Alex.

The twitch of a smile formed on Altarius' lips.  "Nothing but business.  I should not be surprised, given your reputation.  The contest to become the Champion of Warsong will be unlike what you've experienced in the plains.  Rather than a head-to-head fight, you will battle against a creature or creatures from the Warsong menagerie.  You and four other members of your clan, along with the other champion and four of their clanmates, will be pitted against a common foe.  It is a reminder that in the end, we are not enemies, but this competition makes us stronger."

"When the clan bleeds," she said idly.

"It bleeds as one," he replied.  "You understand completely then."

"How will the winner be determined if we're fighting a common foe?" she asked.

"By the crowd," he replied.  "After the battle, everyone in attendance will be given a voting stone, which they will place in one of two bins."

Alex bit her lower lip.  A fight for the crowd's favor would be to her opponent's advantage since they were "lethal grace," especially since that was an aspect that she'd never worried about.  While she'd been a sometimes streamer, it'd only been for proof of victory, not for self-promotion.  Alex was unused to performing for others.

She realized Altarius was staring at her expectantly.  "Yes?"

"I almost forgot one thing.  The payment," he said.

"Oh yes, please, anytime you're ready," she said.

 

Quest Complete: Earn 50,000 conquest points to qualify for the Champions Competition 

You have gained experience: 750,000 XP

You have reached level 30!

You have reached level 31!

Quest Chain II: Win the crowd's favor in the Group Battle (Champion of Warsong / Unknown Reward)

 

After Altarius left, a priest with messy blond hair, who stared at her like she should know him, appeared in the doorway to her luxurious room.  He had a stern jaw marred by a jagged scar.  She was about to tell him to leave when he produced a dagger from his robes.

 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

"I have no need for your services currently," said Alex, hoping there was a misunderstanding.  "You may return to your duties."

As the grim-faced priest approached, Alex realized her whip was hanging outside the room on the wall.  She was about to hit her potential assassin with a Cloud Taunt, when his facial structure shifted into a familiar female one.

"Nayiri!"

The knot in Alex's shoulders released as Nayiri shot her a sly grin.

"Were you worried?" asked Nayiri.

"A little, though I was sure I could still take you." 

Alex threw herself in her girlfriend's arms, cupping her face and pressing her lips against hers until tingles reached down her spine to the backs of her knees.

"How I missed you," said Alex as she ran her fingers through Nayiri's blonde hair.  "Trying on a new look?"

She pulled away, shaking her head until the jet black returned.  "I forgot."

"How is the city?  I assume you've been spying on my opponent," said Alex.

"Trying to," said Nayiri.  "The Crimson Scourge is a very private person.  I don't even think their companions know them well.  It's a stark contrast to how you run the Bravebears."

"Maybe that will be to my advantage in the zoo fight," said Alex.  

"Maybe," said Nayiri, her lips curling downward.  "I know people can be prone to exaggeration when it comes to the fights in the battle circle, but the stories I've heard about your opponent are concerning.  They sound as fast and strong as Tormane, but with your tactical skills."

"That is concerning," said Alex, leaning against the cushy bed as she put her hand to her mouth.  "What fighting styles do they use?"

"All of them," said a wide-eyed Nayiri.  "Supposedly, they can watch another fight in the arena, adopt their styles in the next fight, and by the fight after that, be better than a master."

"Wonderful," said Alex.  "Magic?"

"Some.  The Crimson Scourge prefers to win with melee, but the few magics they've used have been elemental in nature," said Nayiri.

"That's good information," said Alex.

"You're going to need any advantage you can get," said Nayiri.

"Then you should work the crowds instead of the Crimson Scourge, find out what will get them to vote for me," said Alex.

"Way ahead of you," said Nayiri with a wink.  "The gladiators that do the best know how to tell a story in the arena, with big, flashy finishes."

"A story?  Who am I supposed to be, Steven King?" she asked.

Nayiri squinted as if she were trying to figure out if she knew the name, but eventually she shrugged and nodded.

Alex was about to tell Nayiri to close the door, but Mancalf leaned his enormous frame into the room.  

"Hey, boss," he said with an expression on his face that suggested he'd seen something he didn't understand.  "There's a talking bird outside that's asking for you."

"A Great Raven?" she asked.

Mancalf scrunched his forehead and held his hand up around his waist.  "About this high?  Curses more than a bandit with crotch rot?"

"That's the one," she said.  "Take me to her."

Alex found Ethel Stormfeathers the Third perched atop a balcony in one of the side rooms.  The Great Raven stretched her feathers as she hopped on the railing.

"What a pleasant surprise to see you out this way, dearie," said Ethel.  

"Didn't think I'd make it to the final battle?" she asked.

"You seem to be a resourceful adventurer, but even the best run into challenges they cannot overcome," said Ethel.

"I'm glad to see you," said Alex, reaching into her Handysack to pull forth an item she'd taken in the battle circle.  

When she handed it to Ethel, the black bird cackled with raspy laughter.  

"Oh, you are a clever one," said Ethel, laying the Fallen Phoenix banner on the stone to admire it.  "How did you know?"

"A great and powerful being like yourself must have a great and powerful enemy.  The largest clan in the Western Plains took the Fallen Phoenix name, which suggests it's a powerful foe.  Plus, it's an avian like yourself, and the fallen part seems to suggest a loss of grace," said Alex.

"Well done," said Ethel, snatching up the banner and shoving it into her belt pouch.  

 

Quest Completed: Bring Ethel Stormfeathers the Third her fallen enemy 

You have gained experience: 20,000 XP

+400 reputation with Great Ravens 

You have gained an item: Ring of Expansion

 

The black bird tossed a silver etched ring with her beak, and Alex promptly caught it and examined the magical item, holding it to the light between forefinger and thumb.

 

Item: Ring of Expansion

AC: 5 ׀ 120/120 Durability

Activated Effect: Magical Expansion.  

When triggered, a magical effect can be expanded beyond regular amount based on the amount of faez spent (10 Faez = 1%)

Special Attribute: Area of effect spells are 10% larger

Go big or go home

 

Alex held her hand up, admiring the way the sunlight caught the runes, giving them an eldritch glow.  

"Thank you, Ethel.  This will help my Wind Gusts and Cloud Taunts," she said.

"Anytime," said the Great Raven as she was preparing to leap from the marble railing.  

"I have another question, if you have time," said Alex.

The Great Raven lifted her head in Alex's direction.  

"My friends," said Alex, lowering her voice and checking behind her to see that no one was near.  She could hear their voices in the apartment, organizing the unloading of equipment.  "What is their nature?  Are they like you?  Or something else?"

"No one is like me, dearie," said Ethel.

"You know what I mean.  Are they NPCs?" asked Alex.

"Does it matter?" asked Ethel, adding a squawk.  "I must go, so you'll have to figure this one out yourself."

Alex crossed her arms.  "It was good to see you, Ethel.  Don't be a stranger."

"Good luck, Alexandria," said Ethel as she leapt into the air, gliding away from the Arena, over the tiled roofs of the surrounding houses.  

After Ethel left, Alex returned to the apartment to look for Nayiri.  When she found her girlfriend, she asked, "How well do you know the city?"

"Fair enough," said Nayiri.

"Do you know where Xya Oleander is?  She's a wisewoman like Zelda," said Alex.

"I do, in fact," said Nayiri, screwing up her mouth as if she'd already had a bad encounter with her.

"Is there a problem?" asked Alex.

"Wisewomen creep me out," said Nayiri.  "Even Zelda did, especially with her sewn eyes, but at least she was our wisewoman."

"Fair enough," she said.  "But I need to talk to Xya."

"I can take you there," said Nayiri.

The changeling transformed back into the ochre-robed priest she'd been before.  

"Do you have a name?" asked Alex, throwing an azure cloak overtop so she wouldn't be recognized.

"Bethar," said Nayiri.

"Lead on, Bethar."

As they left the apartments, the other priests nodded towards Bethar/Nayiri as if they thought he/she was a member of their order.  Alex was led out of the Arena, into the streets, where they quickly fell into the crowds.

They passed clothiers and blacksmiths, their professions signified by a pair of scissors or a hammer and anvil on a hanging sign.  Few had words on them, suggesting the residents were generally illiterate.  

The streets smelled surprisingly clean, despite the sizable population, but she saw sewer openings and aqueducts.  As the western breeze wound its way through the avenues, bringing the scents of the surrounding farmland, Alex was reminded of home.  Down the valley from their trailer, a few farmers worked the fields, sowing soybeans and corn.  

Bethar/Nayiri led her to a temple-like building with columns and a high angled stone roof.  There were no signs of a god, no statues or icons, but there were carvings of boats, serpents, and a lotus flower displayed.

A light incense filled the high-roofed space.  Alex got chills when she stepped inside, and she glanced upward, expecting a swirling galaxy rather than white stone, then felt momentarily foolish for the thought.  

It was a place of power.  

A pressure in the back of her skull, as if she had a wealth of faez ready, gave her an intense sense of anticipation.  

There were no altars or benches inside the building visualizing the power dynamic of the temple.  It was wide open, except for cushioned couches set against the outer walls, suggesting this was a different kind of space.  

Alex wondered if anyone was attending the temple when she heard a purposeful scuff against the marble floor, an announcement of arrival.  She turned to find a woman in long robes, the color of violet shadow, flowing towards her.  Her breath caught in her throat and she had the urge to flee.  

It wasn't until the woman was upon her that she could see her face, which flickered at the edges as if magic were at work.  Wisewoman Xya Oleander looked like the woman Alex would have expected if she'd been told of the wisewoman, but she had the impression this visage was for her alone.  When Alex glanced to Nayiri, who had transformed back to her original form, she saw a look of unabashed wonder, suggesting that she saw someone else entirely.

"Would you leave us for a moment, child?" said Xya to Nayiri, who, with gaping mouth, backed away with a slight inclination of the head, looking almost fearful to turn her back.

"I'll meet you back at the apartments," said Alex as Nayiri left.

When Alex was alone with the wisewoman, the pressure she'd felt before lessened, as if the storm had passed.

"Greetings, Alexandria Duke, Far Traveler and Warrior," said Xya.

"You know where I come from?" asked Alex at the title of Far Traveler.

Xya's nose wrinkled with knowing.  "I know you come from a place beyond our world.  That this one is not your own, though it can be your last world if you fail too greatly."

"If I fail too greatly?" she asked.

"Some who have come here never leave," said Xya.

A trickle of recognition ran up her spine, thinking about Andre and his friends—Isla and Hayden—and Bucket, who'd gone missing after his final year.  Was there more to Gamemakers Online than she knew?

Xya's forehead wrinkled.  "Apologies, child, I've worried you with my pronouncements.  There are no dangers for you at the moment, and you came here for a specific question."

"Yes," she said, digging into her Handysack then handing the wisewoman the cube.  "I've been trying to figure out what this is."

 

Quest Completed: Ask Xya Oleander about the mysterious cube

You have gained experience: 10,000 XP

 

Xya made a noise of recognition in the back of her throat when she took the item, though she rolled it over in her hands as if there was specific knowledge she gleaned from the designs of moon phases on the outside.  

"I thought it was strange that the cube had moons on it, since this world has none," said Alex, hoping to get further clarification from Xya, but the wisewoman only nodded and said with a twitch of a smile, "That is a wonder, but not the wonder you came to see me about."

"So you can tell me about the cube?" she asked.

"I've seen them from time to time, usually in the hands of a Far Traveler.  They hold powerful single-use magics, but they must be unlocked for a price," said Xya, eyes glittering with danger.

"For a price?  That doesn't sound good," said Alex.

"Come now, after all the danger you've faced already," said Xya.  "But this shouldn't be too much trouble.  You've come to the right place to unlock the magic."

"I have?" asked Alex, leaning forward on the balls of her feet.  

"Yes, to unlock the magics, you must slay a great beast," said Xya.

"The fight in the Arena," Alex said right away.

"Yes, a rare convergence of events—you must be an important Far Traveler for things to work out like this.  But know you this, it must be you who deals the killing blow to the beast, no other.  If you can do so, then you will unlock the power in the cube."

 

Quest Chain V: Deal the killing blow to a great beast (Unlock Cube's Power)

 

Alex took the cube back and placed it in her Handysack.  

"Thank you, Xya," she said, inclining her head.  

"Good luck in the Arena, you're going to need it," said Xya, lips peeled back showing teeth.

The near-feral display gave her shivers, so Alex took her leave.  The wisewoman watched her the whole way out of the temple, which was unsettling.  

The pressure she'd been feeling dissipated as soon as she stepped outside.  She quickly put distance between herself and the temple, resisting the urge to glance over her shoulder.

Not far from the arena, she crossed a square occupied by a huge fountain of a warrior wielding a trident.  His serious expression was undone by the spray coming out his helmet.  

Alex really wasn't paying attention, so she almost ran into a red-haired girl in a crimson cloak.  The Crimson Scourge.  It took a moment for recognition to set in, but when it did, it hit Alex like a thunderbolt.

It was Lily Brodziak.

Lily fucking Brodziak.

 


Chapter Forty

 

Alex couldn't believe it.  Lily "the Hammer" Brodziak, former MechLeague World Champion, was her opponent in the Arena of the Gods.  She'd watched Lily dominate for years online and now she was faced with competing with her for the crowd's attention.

As she stared into Lily's snarling face, she realized that she should have guessed her opponent's identity by the use of elemental magics.  But she hadn't been thinking about other mages from Gamemakers Hall.  The whole time she'd been thinking she'd be matched against a formidable NPC rather than the best MechLeague player in the world.

"I should have known it was you," said Lily.  "I heard tales of winning battles that shouldn't be won.  It should have clued me in that you were in my zone exploiting your way to the top."

"It's not your zone and I'm not exploiting, just plain ol' superior tactics," said Alex, leaning forward with her arms crossed.

"Tactics, is that what you call it?" asked Lily.

"Look, I wasn't born to a rich family with all the advantages," said Alex, heat rising to her face.  "Where I grew up in Kentucky, we had to make the best of what we had."

"So you're admitting you're a cheater," said Lily.

"It wasn't cheating, I never bent the rules.  I just used the holes in the rules.  Look, there were days we went without food because of the rules"—Alex made air quotes—"which tells me the rules suck as written.  This game has been a lot like living back home, with no one to help and only myself to rely on."

"It's not as bad as you make it out to be," said Lily.  "If you actually applied yourself and worked hard, you might have hit a decent level by now.  If I had another month, I could have reached level 40 without this stupid champion thing."

"Worked hard?  I know your story.  Your parents had trainers and coaches for you since you were four years old.  You know what we had when I was four years old?  No power," said Alex, stepping into Lily's space.

"What?  You think you're going to intimidate me?" asked Lily incredulously, glancing askew.  "You probably came here to ruin things for me."

Alex threw up her hands.  "Why would I do that?  What does it gain me?  I'm just trying to survive in this game same as you."

"You're jealous of me," said Lily, lifting her chin.  

"I admire you, but I'm hardly jealous.  Honestly, I wouldn't want to deal with your fame.  Seems like a pain in the ass," said Alex, feeling a little exhausted by the mutual animosity.

Lily blinked as if she didn't know how to take what she'd said.  Eventually her face screwed up as her nostrils flared.  "Don't try to placate me.  You're a cheater, through and through.  I know you exploited your way here, just like you did in the real world."

Heat rose to Alex's face as she squared off with Lily.  "I didn't cheat.  I used the tools they gave me in game."

"It doesn't matter, because you don't stand a chance in the arena," said Lily, who to Alex's surprise looked on the verge of tears.  "I have to win."

"What is going on?" asked Alex.  "I've never done anything to you.  Why did you even come here?  You had a world championship to defend, contracts, sponsorships.  What are you even getting out of this?"

Lily squeezed her eyes shut and spoke under her breath.  "You wouldn't understand."

At first, Alex wanted to revel in Lily's pain.  She wanted Lily to hurt.  But she knew it would only make her feel shitty in the end.  Letting go of her anger allowed her to recognize Lily's anguish.  It was just like how Andre had acted, Martina too. 

"You're trying to find someone, aren't you?" asked Alex, understanding coming like a tide.

Lily paused midstride.  

After a long moment, she turned back, but she didn't look like the confident young woman who had conquered the esports world, but a girl run through with heartache.  

"It's my brother, Drew," she said, lips squeezed white.  "He joined Gamemakers years ago and then disappeared in his third year."

"You're trying to find him," said Alex.

Lily pressed her palm against her cheek, wiping away a tear.  "I was so excited for him when he passed the Merlin Trials and joined Gamemakers.  When he was home for the summer, he couldn’t stop talking about how cool it was, how realistic, how much he was learning.  

"Then when he came back after his second year, he seemed darker.  Kept mentioning that there was more to this world than Marzio had let on, that it was really a hiding place for unimaginable power.  Secrets buried within secrets.  The last thing he told me before his third year was that he had to win some insane gladiator battles to get a key."

Behind Alex, Nayiri sucked in a breath.  "I heard the nobles mention something about a key as a prize."

"There's a zone not far off that you need a key to get into," said Lily, staring in an easterly direction.  "Drew earned his key in the Arena of the Gods, but disappeared after that."

"Is his one of the statues outside?" asked Alex.

"Larius of the Song," said Lily, nodding.  "That was always his name in whatever game he played.  Before he was recruited to join Gamemakers, he was a Suzuki trained pianist.  Could have gotten into Julliard, or Stone Singers."

"Your brother isn't the only one missing," said Alex.  "There were some kids outside Gamemakers who think their friends disappeared here."

Lily scrunched up her forehead.  "Those weirdos that watch us come in and out of the hall?"

"Yeah, Marzio recruited two of their friends to test some zones and they never returned."  Alex paused.  "Is that what you were doing when we helped Marzio with the Second Year Contest?  Trying to find your brother?"

"I hoped the zone design tools would give me some insight into where he might be," said Lily, shaking her head.

"Bucket, one of the fifth years, is missing too," said Alex.

They shared a contemplative silence until Lily, after opening and closing her mouth, finally said, "I know this sounds selfish, but I want you to throw the fight.  It's not that I don't think I can beat you, but I don't want to waste resources that I need to use to find my brother."

After all the bravado, Alex was surprised by the request.  It wasn't what she'd expected.  

"I don't understand..."

Lily huffed her breath.  "It's not that hard, and we have to work together to kill the boss anyway."

Alex squinted at Lily.  "You know what we're fighting?"

"I have my sources," she said.  "While I'd hate to spoil the surprise, I can tell you that it's the toughest boss they have in the menagerie.  It has massive hit points, armor that can't be breached, and a deadly arena-wide aura that kicks in after a while that will kill us in less than a minute.  It's not meant to be beaten unless we work together to reduce its defenses."

A tickle in Alex's gut told her that she wasn't going to like the answer.  "And how do we do that?"

"There's a debuff called Vigor of the Fallen that it gets whenever one of our teammates die, which reduces its armor and makes it hit less.  We pretty much can't kill it until it's only you and I, and then we can deal with it together."

"Wait?  We have to let our teammates die in the arena?" Alex asked incredulously.  "I can't do that."

"Why not?" asked Lily, her face scrunched up.  "They're just NPCs.  Look, it's the only way we can win.  I consulted a powerful oracle to learn what its weaknesses are."

"I'm not sacrificing my team," said Alex.

"It's just a game.  Don't get too attached.  That's what happened to Drew.  He believed they were real, but they're not, they're just NPCs.  Getting attached will only get you killed," said Lily.

"It doesn't matter.  I won't do it anyway," said Alex.  "I have to win, or I'll die."

Lily screwed up her face, tilting her head.  "You've got to be kidding me?  I tell my story about my brother, and then ask for your help after telling you the secret of the final boss, and now you have to make up some bullshit about you dying?"  She looked away.  "I don't know why I thought you might be reasonable."

"I'm not lying," said Alex, though she knew how it was going to sound as soon as she said it.  "I have a weird cancer that only the staff at Golden Willow can fix.  If I'm not a member of the Halls, then I can't continue the treatment."

"I should have known," said Lily, shaking her head.  "You're always looking for a way to game the system events.  I told you my story, so you had to one-up me, try to exploit me.  I'll give you credit, you don't give up, but your story is a lie."

It made Alex's whole body ache to hear that from Lily, but she didn't know how to say something that would change her mind.  

"I'm sorry, Lily.  I really want you to find your brother, but I really want to live more," said Alex.

Lily put her finger right into Alex's chest.  "Then I'll destroy you in the arena like I planned to in the first place.  I'd hoped to make this easy."

When she stormed away, Alex was left with empty dread.  It was bad enough that her life was on the line, but now even if she won, she wouldn’t be able to feel good about it.

"One more fight."

 


Chapter Forty-One

 

The next morning, Alex waited in the tunnels of the Arena of the Gods for her name to be announced, the stones quivering with energy.

Her heart jackrabbited around in her chest and her palms were so sweaty she kept wiping them against the supple leather on her hips.

In the Western Plains, the most people she'd fought in front of had been a few hundred, and the makeshift stands didn't reach high, so she'd rarely even noticed the audience during her battles.  

But the Arena of the Gods held nearly five thousand souls.

"It's fine, I can do this, they're not real, right?" Alex whispered to herself.  

"You okay?" asked Sophia, forehead hunched with worry as she stepped beside Alex, putting her hand on her shoulder.

"I think I'm getting a little stage fright," said Alex.  She took a deep breath and blew it out.  

The dark-skinned warrior raised an eyebrow, her lips squeezed together.  "This is unlike you, Battleleader.  Are you ill?  Did the Crimson Scourge poison you?"

"No," said Alex, a laugh slipping out.  "Don't worry, Sophia.  I should have expected this.  I'll get through it.  Once we get out there and the fight begins, I'll be better.  It's always the anticipation that gets me.  More energy for the fight, right?"

Alex fingered the rough end of her whip handle, relishing the feel of it against her callouses.  They milled about at the end of the tunnel, squinting into the sun.  Nayiri twirled her daggers across her palms idly.  Mancalf pressed his knuckles into his bare hands, cracking them ominously, while Sophia gave tentative swings with her morphed battle-axe.  Only Blaze seemed to share her nervousness as he paced behind them, talking to himself while puffs of flame kept erupting from his fingertips.

She checked her character sheet, reviewing the updates from her latest leveling to remind herself of her options for the thick of the fight. 

 

Character: Alexandria Duke

Clan: Bravebear

Status: Battleleader

Level: 31

Strength: 6

Intelligence: 16

Cunning: 67

Agility: 7

Endurance: 21

Charisma: 6

Class: Arcane Mastermind

Subclass: Undecided

Health: 971/971

Faez: 435/435

Armor Class: 265

Fatigue: 0%

XP: 5,473,191/5,660,000

CP: 198

 

Skills:

Analyze: 48 

One-handed Slashing: 2

Fire Spells: 5

Devious Device: 23

Sense Direction: 55

One-handed Whip: 31

Water Spells: 21

Cooking: 22 

Stealth: 15

Climbing: 6

Air Spells: 39 

Unarmed Combat: 8

 

Unique Skills:

Cunning Strategist: 19

Mastermind: 6

Leadership: 19

 

Spells:

Dewdrop Orb: 21

Minor Creation: 19 

Transference: 36 

Cloud Taunt: 69 

Misdirection: 36 

Wind Gust: 34 

Heal Minions: 13 

Whip Tricks: 25

Fighting Spirit: 5

Tactical Phantasm: 4

 

Then the ochre-robed priest who had been assigned as her handler came down the tunnel.  

"It's time."  He stared at her intensely as he spoke.  "When the clan bleeds."

"It bleeds as one," she responded, a little bewildered at the use of the ceremonial language before the fight rather than during.  He nodded sagely before stepping aside.  

"Greetings, Citizens of Warsong," said High Priest Altarius from the balcony above the arena floor, his voice amplified by magic.  "While you have been witness to another glorious day of battle, this bounty has no end, for we have one more event, a contest for your favor.  

"We have two teams of gladiators who will face off against an overwhelming foe.  If they survive the encounter then it will be up to you to decide who is the winner, who will receive the title of Champion of Warsong!"  After a brief pause for effect.  "From the Western Plains of Warsong, I bring you Battleleader Alexandria Duke and her team!"

As her name was called, Alex jogged onto the arena floor to thunderous applause.  The cacophony filled her with glorious dread, skin tingling in anticipation.  

"Holy shit," she muttered as she turned in a circle at her designated spot, coming to terms with the mass of people who were about to watch her battle in the arena.  The place smelled like old sweat and iron.

"And from the Eastern Hills of Warsong, I bring you the Crimson Scourge, Lily Brodziak, and her team!"

Alex was transfixed by her opponent's entrance onto the arena floor.  Lily wore bright red plate armor with a plumed helm. 

 

Lily Brodziak, Elemental Champion, Level 35

 

The difference in levels left a sick feeling in Alex's gut.  While the crowd wouldn't have access to damage meters like in a proper raid, she was sure they'd be able to tell who was doing more to take down the boss.  At a measly level 31, she'd be extremely underpowered when compared to Lily.

But it wasn't just the levels that worried Alex.  Lily had been World Champion in MechLeague for a good reason—the girl had mad twitch skills.  She hadn't just won, but dominated, pulling off moves that in the early years brought accusations of exploitation.  

Lily'd had to subject herself to testing, including magical lie detection and an MRI on her brain while she played to prove that she hadn't been cheating.  

After it was all over, Lily had come back for vengeance upon her opponents—beating them in embarrassing fashion.

So it was no surprise to Alex when Lily strode into the arena as if she'd already been crowned champion.  Then a flourishing pirouette was followed by a forward front flip into a kneeling sword-down pose that exploded with ribbons of lava, bringing riotous applause from an appreciative audience.  

"Wow, that was spectacular," said Mancalf from beside her.  "You should have done something like that."

"I'm well aware," said Alex, her chest tight, thinking about the fight to come.  She didn't have Lily's martial arts background, nor her experience fighting in front of a live audience.  "We'll have to impress the crowd with our battle tactics."

As soon as she said it, she realized that fancy maneuvers or clever stratagems weren't going to be as impressive as Lily's physical prowess.  Already her opponent was waving to the audience as if she'd won the battle and they were throwing flowers towards her.  

But the display was interrupted by a heavy metal on metal grinding from the back of the arena.  Alex, along with everyone else, turned towards the huge tunnel that led from the caverns below.  

"The two teams of gladiators will face off against our greatest gargantuan, the Darkstar Behemoth!"

In the pause afterwards, Blaze muttered from somewhere behind her, "That doesn't sound promising."

What emerged from the massive tunnel had Alex thinking less about winning the crowd's favor and more about winning, period.

There were similarities to the Avatar of Destruction in size and scale, but watching the Darkstar Behemoth march in huge lumbering strides onto the arena floor had Alex wiping the sweat from her brow.  It had rune-etched black metal armor across its body, including spiked gauntlets each the size of a train car.

 

Darkstar Behemoth, Boss, Level 40

 

While the AoD had been tuned by the designers to be defeated in game by a balanced raid party using expected levels of equipment, there were no such guarantees in Gamemakers Online.  

"To give the fight a proper amount of impact," said High Priest Altarius from his balcony on the edge of the arena floor, "we've activated the Pillar of Peril, which means our champions and their compatriots will be risking more than just their honor!  Any death in the arena will be final and permanent!  For our Far Travelers, this means they can never return to these lands!"

The runed pillar, which was taller than the arena, glowed with import as a shimmering field stretched out until it covered the fighting floor.

Alex's stomach sank right past her knees.  She glanced at her friends, who looked shaken by the news.  If they died, it would be permanent.  

"They didn't tell me about this part," said Alex, gritting her teeth.  "I'm sorry.  If you want to stay out of the fight or return to the tunnel, I'll understand."

"No way," said Nayiri, stepping forward.  "We came here to support you.  You can't beat the Darkstar Behemoth without us, and the crowd would turn on you if we left."

The rest of her friends nodded their agreement, though Blaze looked like he might throw up.  

Sophia put her hand on Alex's shoulder.  "If you're risking yourself, then we should too."

The only thing she could think about was what Lily had told her about the Vigor of the Fallen debuff and the impossibility of beating the boss without utilizing it. 

But she couldn't sacrifice them for her own gain.  Or was that the point of the zone?  Martina had called it a ballbuster, that it wasn't meant to be beaten.  She'd thought that she'd meant it had been tactically difficult.  But now she was seeing a different side.  

She would have to give up her friends for progress in the game. Although she wasn't even sure they were real, there was no way she would do that.  Even if Dr. Althud hadn't ordered her to form relationships, she knew she wouldn't have done it.  Her hands turned to fists just thinking about how the game had been set up to put her in this situation.     

"Fuck Marzio," she muttered under her breath, regretting she'd ever entered the Plains of Warsong, but realizing that her team was staring at her, expecting her to give them an inspirational speech before the big battle, but not feeling up to it.

A big part of her wanted to give up the fight, let Lily battle the Darkstar Behemoth alone.  But even that seemed like a selfish option, as Lily wouldn't be able to win without her help, and she'd lose the chance to find her brother.

No matter what she decided, she felt like she was going to lose.  The game was rigged.  

Here, make some friends, and now give them up to win the game.  

But she refused to play their game.  If she was going to play, she would play it her way.

"Let's kill this stupid thing."

Her teammates glanced at each other, shrugging their shoulders as they gripped their weapons tighter.

The two parties and Darkstar Behemoth formed a triangle around the central pillar that protected the stands from unintended magics.  The gargantuan beast roared in challenge, hellish fire emanating from its toothy maw as it raised its massive fist.  Even though Alex stood hundreds of feet away, she could feel the heat from its mouth.

When Alex gave the signal to the high priest that her team was ready, followed by a similar nod from Lily, he raised his arms to the sky, his voice reverberating through the arena like a thunderclap.

"Let the fight begin!"

Alex glanced towards Lily hoping to coordinate attacks, but she'd already broken into a sprint towards the massive boss with her team right behind her.  

"This is going to be interesting," said Nayiri.

The Darkstar Behemoth lurched forward to smash its opponent with its gauntlets, but Lily blurred forward, her trail turning to bright lava, before striking the creature with a massive two-handed sword that had come out of nowhere.  The impact sent crackling electricity over the Behemoth until it leaned back its head and let loose a bellow of rage as the crowd erupted in cheers.

"Wow, she's good," said Blaze.

Sophia edged forward.  "What are we waiting for?  We can take this thing."

Alex hesitated because she didn't want to risk her friends, but how could she win if she didn't get into the middle of the battle?

She growled under her breath.  "Let's get in there, but no melee.  Ranged only."

"But I don't have a ranged weapon," said Mancalf, holding out his bare hands as proof.

"At least until we know what this thing does," she said.

They reached the Darkstar Behemoth with Alex at the lead, her team in a V-formation.  Lily currently had Behemoth's attention, confounding it with deadly speed and devastating attacks while her team struck at the massive beast with their weapon.  

Alex unleashed a spell on the boss. 

 

The Darkst*ar Behemoth has been hit by Cloud Taunt for 182 damage!

 

The enormous creature lurched around, readying a spiked gauntlet to smash her.  The fist hit solidly, sending up an explosion of soil and molten rock, leaving a crater in its wake.

The crowd gasped, expecting that Alex had been annihilated by the heavy blow.

But Alex appeared a short distance away.

She'd used Tactical Phantasm to trick the Behemoth into thinking it'd smashed her.  

The beast lifted its fist, staring into the hole in confusion.  

"Come at me, big boy!" she yelled, the nerves from before erased by the small victory.  

The crowd, realizing that she'd survived, erupted.  The cheers helped her believe that she'd find a way to kill the boss that didn't involve sacrificing her team.  Alex winked at Lily, who stood on the other side of the great beast.

The next phase of the fight devolved into a flurry of attacks from both teams.  Alex kept her friends at a distance, using Misdirection and Tactical Phantasm to confuse the Behemoth, while the Crimson Scourge launched thrilling raids that delighted the crowd.

But as skilled as they were, after a minute of furious action they'd barely damaged the enormous creature, whose health still stood at 98%.

With her faez a third down, Alex turned to her team.

"There's got to be a weakness.  We've barely damaged the damn thing."

Sophia pulled back her morphed bow and fired another sintering arrow at the Darkstar Behemoth, but it exploded on its black surface.

"My hits aren't getting through its armor.  It's like firing at a building with arms and legs," said Sophia.

Blaze wasn't having any luck either.  His fire bolts washed over the metal skin of the creature without affecting it.  

Only Nayiri seemed to be doing anything as her daggers occasionally slipped between the gaps in the armor, but eventually she ran out of ones to throw and had to wait for an opportunity to run back in to collect them.

No one had any ideas, so they kept their attacks up.  

It was shortly after that the first gladiator died.

Mancalf requested a chance to run in close, promising to retreat quickly should the boss turn on him.  He was dodging around the building-like feet of the creature, when a heavily armored fighter from the other team joined him, trying to hamstring the Behemoth.

They managed to hit the beast a few times before it raised its foot to smash them. 

Alex cast Tactical Phantasm to distract the Behemoth when it anticipated the shift from Mancalf and the other fighter and brought its armored foot down where they'd run.

She was certain that Mancalf had been crushed, especially when she saw his health bar.

But the blow had clipped him, jackknifing him to the side.  His big body tumbled like a rag doll, coming to a rest right next to Lily.  

The other fighter wasn't so lucky, as he'd been caught in Mancalf's heavy gravity field and was unable to escape.

Alex expected Lily to help Mancalf up, but she kept attacking the Behemoth, so Alex had to sprint forward with Sophia at her side to rescue the big monk, dragging him out of stomping distance.  

They were able to get him out of range, which allowed Mancalf to use his self-heal to bring his health back to half. 

"Stay out of trouble," said Alex, which received a nod from him.

Next, she targeted the Darkstar Behemoth and saw a debuff icon hovering over it.

 

Vigor of the Fallen

Effect: For every member of the team less than 5, damage by that team increased by 30% and stats and resistances of the Darkstar Behemoth reduced by 15%.

 

It was one thing to hear about the debuff from Lily, but seeing it, and how large the benefit was, made her cringe.  An unsettling feeling crept down Alex's spine as she thought about her friends.  What if this was the only way to defeat the Darkstar Behemoth?  Lily clearly had no qualms, and no signs of visible mourning, because she yelled for her team to return to the battle.  

When Alex hesitated to reengage the boss, Lily motioned towards her friends, clearly indicating that she needed to put them in danger.

"What does that mean?" asked Nayiri, returning from grabbing her daggers.

"Can you see that debuff?" she asked, but both Nayiri and Sophia shook their heads.

Sophia scrunched up her face.  "Is it bad?"

"Not directly," said Alex, throwing a Cloud Taunt and noting a slight increase in damage, which indicated the second half of the debuff worked for both teams.  "Maybe even a small benefit."

But nothing like the benefit she'd receive if her teammates died.  

Even if they beat the Darkstar Behemoth, she'd never win the crowd's favor if Lily had dealt most of the damage.  

"I never thought my life would come down to a defacto DPS race," muttered Alex as she fired another Cloud Taunt.

With the debuff in place, Lily pushed her team harder, bringing the crowd to a frenzy as they shouted and jostled in the stands, spilling their cheap wine.  

Lily shifted her teammates in range of the Darkstar.  Alex heard her telling them that their damage would increase if they were closer.

"Is that true?" asked Nayiri as she threw her daggers at the enormous leg of the Behemoth.

Alex hesitated before she answered.  The fight was feeling more futile by the second.  Based on what had transpired so far, Alex knew there was no way the crowd would choose her over Lily.  

"No," said Alex.  "But we're going to have to find a way to leverage our team or there's no way the crowd is voting for me."

Before Alex could set any plan into action, she watched as whirling winds formed around Lily, carrying her upward until she landed on the Darkstar Behemoth's shoulder.  The nimble fighter held her massive two-handed sword before her like a spear, charging at the creature's ear and ramming the tip deep inside.

The roar from the Behemoth forced everyone in the arena to cover their ears with their hands.  

Alex watched as the Darkstar Behemoth's health dropped by a full 3%, which was more than all the damage that had been inflicted so far.  

Rapturous applause from the crowd matched the thrilling maneuver.  

Even Lily reacted as if she'd already won, lifting one arm in victory.

Then the Darkstar Behemoth knocked her from its shoulder, throwing her across the arena like a crumpled can.  At the last moment, Lily managed to activate her whirlwind power, which slowed her impact, but it still sounded like a car crash when she hit the wall.

As the Darkstar Behemoth charged after a shaken Lily, Alex knew there was no way they could kill the boss without both of them alive, so she sprinted ahead of the gargantuan creature, yelling, "Distract him!"

She reached Lily first, grabbing her by the pauldrons and lifting her from the sands.  When she'd hit the wall, her plumed helmet had been smashed.  Blood was leaking from her head, forming a line down the right side of her face.  

"Come on, get moving," said Alex, dragging Lily away.  

Walls of ice from Blaze and Lily's mage had slowed the boss down, but it was smashing through them, sending ice chips into the summer air.  

Lily shook Alex off.  "No, there's no way we can win unless it's just you and I fighting the Behemoth.  We need the max debuff to get through its armor."

"I'm not sacrificing my team to win," said Alex.

"Then you're dooming us both to failure," said Lily, gaze dark with purpose.  "It's just a game and they're just NPCs.  Don't let your feelings for them screw this up."

Alex glanced back at her teammates, who were valiantly keeping the Darkstar Behemoth at bay.  She'd connected with them from the first time she'd met them as a novice gladiator in the Bravebear clan.  Without them, Alex would never have become battleleader, or beaten the other clans to qualify for the Arena of the Gods.  More importantly, they'd shown her true friendship.  Even if Dr. Althud hadn't told her that she needed to form relationships to survive her sickness, she wouldn't have given them up.

"No," said Alex.  "They're my friends.  A clan that bleeds together bleeds as one."

Lily shook her head with disgust.  "Then you've killed us."

To her left, the Darkstar Behemoth had broken free from the cages of ice that Blaze had cast around its feet and was charging towards them.

Alex prepared to move away, but the Behemoth roared, its furnace-like maw blasting out hot winds that melted the sand around her feet, trapping her in its path as Lily nimbly escaped.


Chapter Forty-Two

 

The first thought that went through Alex's head was that it wasn't going to matter if she sacrificed her team or not, she was going to get pulverized by the enormous creature, sending her out of the game permanently.  The second was that getting hit was going to hurt, a lot.

Alex had to lean her head way back to see the top of the Darkstar Behemoth as it charged towards her.  It felt like she was watching a skyscraper in motion.  She tried lifting her boots to free them from the puddle of glass, but they were trapped beneath the glossy surface.  

The Darkstar Behemoth lifted its foot, preparing to smash her, and this time she couldn't distract it with Tactical Phantasm while she skittered away.  Trapped and alone, Alex closed her eyes as she waited for her doom.

A rush of vertigo later, she heard the slagged glass explode as the Behemoth crushed it, only to open her eyes to find Nayiri had teleport-hopped her out of the way.

"Nice one," said Alex.  "I thought I was a goner."

"I couldn't lose you," said Nayiri, mouth pinched with worry.

Alex ran her hand through Nayiri's jet-black hair before turning her attention on the Darkstar Behemoth.  Lily was dancing between its feet, slicing it along the inner legs, while the rest of her team tried to keep up with her energetic assault.

But unlike her, they weren't quick enough.  

The mage in her group got caught by a stomp when she moved too slow.  This meant that Lily's team was now doing 60% more damage and that the Darkstar Behemoth was 30% easier to hit.  

Immediately, Alex saw an increase in damage taken by the boss, but it was still at 89% after three minutes of fighting.  There was no way they were going to win the race of damage against the boss timer.

"The ear is a weak spot," said Alex.  "Can we hit it from here?"

Sophia lifted the angle of her massive crossbow, firing at the head of the Behemoth, but the bolt deflected off the curve of its shoulder.

"I can't reach it from this angle," said Sophia.  

They kept up their attacks, but its health was coming down too slowly.

"Can you teleport-hop me up there?" Alex asked Nayiri.

"Too high," said Nayiri.  "I could reach from the waist at best."

"Blaze, build me a ramp," she said, and the mage switched from his fire spells to ice, laying down a thick ramp, using the pillar at the center of the arena as a structural relief.  

By the time another minute had passed, the Darkstar Behemoth was only at 84%, but her ramp was in place.  Holding onto Nayiri for balance since she had no problem with running over ice, they ran up the slippery surface.  When they reached the midpoint of the boss, Nayiri teleport-hopped them onto its shoulder.

As the beast lurched around, Alex almost fell off, but Nayiri grabbed her before she could slide down the black metal armor.  

Alex snapped her whip into the Darkstar Behemoth's ear hole.

 

The Darkstar Behemoth has resisted shock!

 

She tried hitting two more times, but the difference in levels made it impossible.  She thought about using Fighting Spirit to close the level gap, but didn't want to take the hit in health loss when it went away.

When the Behemoth finally tried to swipe them from its shoulder as if they were only annoying gnats, Nayiri teleport-hopped them back onto the ramp.  

Alex thought they were going to get a quick ride down, but the Behemoth kicked the angled ice, exploding it into snow when they were halfway down.

They tumbled to the sandy floor, skid-rolling until they both popped up ready to fight.  

Alex glanced at her health, which was at three-quarters.  

"It was a good idea," said Nayiri.

"I just can't hit hard enough.  My whip isn't made for high damage, and even if I had a strong pointy weapon, I'd need to hit the Behemoth a million times harder.  There's no one here strong enough," said Alex.

By this time, the crowd was on their feet.  The five-minute timer was almost out, and they'd only knocked the Behemoth down to 76% health.

Another one of Lily's teammates got smashed by a black iron fist, which increased the final two members output up to 90% of original and the armor of the Behemoth down to 45%, but even that change wasn't enough to finish the boss in the short time they had left.

Then the battle hit the five-minute mark and all hell broke loose.

A deep purple aura like the warping of space emanated from the beast, sending out continuous waves of damage that ticked Alex's health down.  It had a cloying smell that caught in her throat and made her feel like she couldn’t catch her breath.

 

You are affected by the Aura of the Darkstar!

 

Within moments after the aura hit, the final member of Lily's team perished, turning her into a one-woman wrecking crew, but even that wasn't going to be enough to take down the Behemoth in time.

"What are you waiting for?" shouted Lily as she furiously attacked the Darkstar.  "If you don't sacrifice them, we're going to lose and you're going to die.  It's the only way!"

As Nayiri threw her daggers, she asked, "What does she mean?  Why is she saying that?"

"It doesn't matter," said Alex, who was no longer attacking.  Instead she was looking around, trying to figure out a way to deal a lot of damage in a short amount of time.  "I'm not going to do it."

"But she said you're going to die," said Nayiri.

"I'm not doing it.  It would mean losing you, losing the others.  Sometimes the price of winning is too great."

"Even if it means you die?" asked Nayiri.

Alex glanced at her rapidly declining health.  She'd never backed down from a challenge, but there was no way she'd sacrifice her friends to save her own skin.  

"Even if I die." 

 


Chapter Forty-Three

 

Alex had always wondered if in the final moments of her life she would have flashbacks.  Not that she was actually going to die, but it felt that way, seeing her health tick down to zero.  She wasn't sure which was going to reach the end first, the boss timer or her health bar.  

It was a race that meant she lost no matter what.

Part of her wanted to jump into the fray, go down fighting, even if it were a futile gesture, but what was the point?

How could she still hold out hope that there was a solution to the problem, a way to defeat the boss without sacrificing her friends?

 It was starting to feel like there was no other way to win.

"What do we do?" shouted Sophia as a bolt of blinding light sped from her crossbow, exploding on the Behemoth's armored leg.

As the seconds ticked past, a bone-crushing despair started caving in on her.  She felt the air leaving her lips, an exhale of hopelessness.

Alex squeezed her hands into fists at her sides, fighting back the tears that she knew would come when she was kicked out of the game.  

Suddenly, Nayiri was by her side, shaking her out of her stupor.  

"Alex, come on.  We need you," she said.

Alex looked at Nayiri, the way her eyebrow arched slightly even when she wasn't trying to, the soft curve of her jaw—things she would no longer get to see.  Alex just wanted to capture her girlfriend in her arms, hold her for those remaining seconds.

But Nayiri grabbed her by the arm and shook her.

"Every fight is a puzzle," she said.  "We need a solution to cut this big dumb Behemoth down to size."

Her own words, thrown back at her, woke her from her stupor.  

"Cut down to size..." repeated Alex, looking up at the enormous boss.  She needed someone a million times stronger to deal the killing blow, and that's exactly what she had.  "That's the answer!"

"What?  Really?" asked Nayiri.

"Yes!" said Alex, running over to her teammates as she pulled the Ring of Expansion from her finger, shoving it into Blaze's hand when she reached him.  "Put this on."

"Why?"

"I need you to do your trick, but do it bigger and badder than you've ever done before," she said.

"But I didn't wear my chainmail underwear," he said.

Alex didn't bother answering, she was already giving Mancalf and Sophia instructions.  They understood right away, rushing towards the Behemoth's legs.

Blaze hurried to a spot near the Darkstar Behemoth.  He crouched down, as if the added tension in his muscles was going to increase the effectiveness of his spell.  

One moment, he was a fairly average guy in a bright orange robe.  The next, he was a roiling pool of fire.  He looked like someone had dropped napalm on him.

Alex just hoped his fire would burn hot enough.

While Sophia morphed her crossbow into a chain and grappling hook, Mancalf parked himself near the Behemoth's feet and activated his Immovable Object ability.  

The only problem now was that the Darkstar Behemoth needed to be focused on her, so she activated her Fighting Spirit, increasing her effective level to 36, which would allow her to affect the boss.  Then she fired Cloud Taunt after Cloud Taunt, hoping to get its attention before it was too late.  The damaging aura had reduced everyone to less than a quarter of their health.  

As the Darkstar Behemoth lurched around, summoned by her spells, Alex yelled to Lily, "Come here!  I need you!"

With the boss at 47% health, Lily must have seen there was no point in continuing her furious attacks, and she whirlwinded nearby.  

"What's the plan?" asked Lily, hovering on a storm of dust and sand, red hair whipping around her face.  

But there was no time to explain.  The Darkstar Behemoth groaned towards her, spittles of fire dripping from its furnace-like mouth.  

When its massive foot swung forward, it went through Mancalf's double gravity field, which put the Behemoth slightly off balance.  Then as the foot came down on the sheet of glass, newly blasted into the arena floor by Blaze's conflagration, it shifted forward, tipping the boss off balance.  

The last bit of work came when Sophia, who had wrapped the grappling hook around the Behemoth's leg, tugged hard to get the boss to turn as it fell.  

As the Darkstar Behemoth plummeted towards the ground, its head aiming straight for Alex, she wondered if it was a good plan after all.

Before the boss' head reached her, Alex snapped the eldritch two-handed sword from Lily's hands with her whip.  The attack surprised Lily, so she gave no resistance to the maneuver.

 

You have been affected by heat of the battle!

 

Alex snatched the weapon out of the air and jammed it onto the ground, pointy end sticking up, aiming right for the ear hole.

When the Darkstar Behemoth impaled itself on Lily's blade, Nayiri teleport-hopped Alex out of harm's way.

 

You have slain the Darkstar Behemoth!

You have gained experience: 350,000 XP

You have reached level 32!

You have gained a skill point: +1 Cunning Strategist

You have gained a skill point: +1 Leadership

Quest Completed: Deal the killing blow to a great beast 

 

Silence held the crowd in stasis.

Not far from her location, Lily in her battered red armor stared at her.  The heat from her face could have started forest fires.

A noise murmured up from the other side of the arena, like a flock of birds rising into the sky.

At first Alex didn't know what to make of it, as if the battle had broken the chains of reality and her mind was filling in strange noises.  

Then she realized what was being chanted.

Al-ex!

Al-ex!

Al-ex!

Before long the whole arena thundered with her name.

Quest Completed: Win the crowd's favor in the Group Battle 

You are Champion of Warsong!

You have gained conquest points: 20,000 CP

You have gained an item: Ring of the Gladiator

You have gained an item: The Wyrmwood Key

You have reached level 40!

Second year completed!

Third year unlocked!

 


Chapter Forty-Four

 

The rest of the day, Alex's memory was a blur of wine and parties.  The nobles of the city rambled on about how it was the greatest fight they'd ever seen in the arena, better than Larius of the Song or Olga the Elder, whose exploits were left vague.  Not knowing the names, or really caring about the false history of the place, Alex agreed with whatever they said.  

Some of the nobles offered minor magical items as gifts, which she graciously accepted.  The only one that she kept for herself was a pair of Nimble Goat Boots that would allow her to balance on any surface.  The rest she gave to her teammates.

But despite the festivities, Alex didn't feel like the victor as she should.  Maybe it was exhaustion, or maybe it was knowing that Lily wouldn't be able to continue in game and find her brother.  

Alex was startled out of her thoughts when the High Priest approached her.

"When the clan bleeds," said High Priest Altarius.

"It bleeds as one," said Alex.  "That was a dirty trick, not to tell us that our teams would be at risk for the final fight."

"Would it have mattered?  You still would have fought, and the surprise adds a little drama," he said.

"It was still shitty," she said.

The High Priest arched an eyebrow.  "But yet you understood that sacrificing your friends would not win you the battle."

Deep inside, a spot of guilt flared up because she had considered giving them up.  Not long, and not seriously, but those thoughts had been there.

He put a hand on her shoulder.  "Don't beat yourself up.  A proper strategist, no, a cunning strategist should consider every option, even if they have no intention of using them.  And more importantly, a proper clan leader never gives up on their members."

Alex didn't like being toyed with, but the High Priest had a point.  She nodded to let him know that she was fine, and he left her alone, returning to his cadre of priests that drank harder than the nobles.    

A little while later, a bone-deep exhaustion set in, so she had Nayiri sub in for her.  Looking at a real-live version of herself was strange, but mostly she was happy she got to sneak away and return to her apartments, while Nayiri was equally excited to be the center of attention.

Behind closed doors, Alex climbed onto the huge cushy canopied bed wearing a plush robe that had been left by the priests.  She crossed her legs, tied her hair into a ponytail, and pulled up her character screen.  

The first thing she did was pull out the mysterious cube, whose powers had been unlocked because of the fight. 

 

Token of the Beast

Use: Take control of a single enemy for 10 minutes (Max Level 40)

 

"Well that would have been convenient to have for the fight itself, not afterwards," said Alex, shoving it into her Handysack.  

Next she examined the ring she'd received for winning the battle.

 

Ring of the Gladiator

AC: 25 ׀ 250/250 Durability

+5 to All Stats

General purpose bad-assery

 

The increase to all stats was a welcome bonus, since she had few plans to sink anything into them.  Between the occasional Heat of the Battle procs and her Fighting Spirit self-buff, she could masquerade as a fighter in tough spots.

With a boatload of ability points at her disposal, Alex put the majority into Cunning, pumping the stat up to a cool 90, then put the remainder into Endurance.  The Arcane Reversal ability had turned her health into a faez pool, and having more survivability in the coming years would be valuable.

Lastly, she examined the final item she'd earned in the fight.

 

The Wyrmwood Key [SOULBOUND]

A mystery, wrapped in an enigma...or maybe it's just a key

 

The smooth wooden key felt solid in her hands.  The design of a moon, either waxing or waning, she couldn't tell, had been etched into the base.  The notches along the blade of the key felt soothing under her fingertips.  

A knock on the door startled Alex.  She shoved the key into her Handysack before answering her visitor.

"Come in."

Alex was expecting one of her teammates, or another noble wanting to talk her ear off about the fight, but not the person who stepped through the door.

Lily Brodziak looked like a boiled-down, reduced version of her normal self.  She hadn't bothered to tame her red hair, which partially hid her face, and her hands were clasped in front of her like a petitioner.

"How are you?" Alex asked to break up the uncomfortable silence.

"I've never lost before," said Lily, her voice small and quiet like a mouse in a field.

"Never?" asked Alex.

Lily looked away.  "I'm mean, of course I've lost before, but none of the matches that mattered.  I've always been able to execute better than anyone else."  She looked up, eyes heavy.  "Until now."

"The Vigor buff was a trap," said Alex.  "The fight wasn't about individual execution, but teamwork.  I think that's why we weren't fighting against each other to become Champion of Warsong, because you certainly would have won if we had."

Lily screwed up her face as if she'd smelled something bad.  "But why?  The zone was all about gladiators."

"Because it's not really a game.  I mean it is, but it's not," said Alex, remembering the spell she'd learned last year that had saved her mom's life.  "I've been wondering what the point of this zone is, and now I think I understand.  It's not a zone meant to teach a new spell, or how to access our faez differently.  It's bigger than that."

The words seemed to bounce off Lily, who had pulled her head back.  "I don't understand."

"The clan that bleeds together..."

A moment of silence was dispelled when Lily closed her eyes in understanding, nodding her head ever so slightly.

"Bleeds as one.  I'm so stupid.  They've been telling us this whole time," she said.

"Don't beat yourself up.  I didn't really see it until the end," said Alex.

Lily sat on the bench and leaned her head against the wall hard enough it made a thunk sound.  

"I'm never going to find Drew now," she said.

"I'll keep an eye out for him," said Alex.    

"Thanks," said Lily softly, "but I know you'll be busy trying to level, so it's not like you can go traipsing about in this place looking high and low for my brother."

"For what it's worth, I wish you could stay in the game.  If we worked together then we could probably find him, and the others that are missing.  Figure out what the hell is going on in Gamemakers Online," said Alex.

"Yeah," said Lily, pushing the hair out of her face.  "It would be nice.  But I can't.  Forced log out is in two days."  She looked up, lips squeezed white.  "I just came to say I'm sorry.  I've been a real jerk to you.  I did have a lot of advantages growing up.  It's pretty amazing what you've achieved in the game.  I thought Cunning was a dump stat."

"It's okay.  You were worried about your brother," said Alex.

"Which is no excuse," said Lily, hovering near the door.  "Anyway, thank you and good luck.  You're going to need it."

She walked away as if she were heading to a funeral.  Alex wanted to say more, to take away the pain Lily was clearly experiencing.  But she knew nothing would.  It was the same when her father had died.  She'd wandered around in a haze for months, years, trying to make sense of his death, but there was no overarching reason, no logic to it.  Sometimes bad things happened, and you just had to accept them.  It was going to take a long time for Lily to come to terms with losing her brother now that she could no longer stay in Gamemakers Online.

It was especially a shame because Lily was so close to level 40.  

"Wait."

The word left her lips before her brain caught up to the idea.  Alex looked back into her Handysack to make sure she'd read the item correctly.

"Wait!" Alex shouted towards the open door, running after Lily.  "I know how you can stay in the game!"

 


Chapter Forty-Five

 

Alex paced along the marble rail of the champion's balcony in the Arena of the Gods.  She was afforded her own private box, which she shared with her teammates.

"Why are you so nervous?" asked Nayiri.  "I thought she was your enemy?"

"Not my enemy," said Alex.  "Just a bit of a misunderstanding."

"So you're hoping she wins?" Nayiri asked.

"I need her to win," said Alex.  "This world is too hard alone.  We need allies."

When the High Priest called out the stakes of the match, Alex could hardly pay attention.  She was watching Lily Brodziak, who stood near the Pillar of Peril in her crimson armor, plumed helm restored by a local blacksmith between the fights.  

"But she's going to fight four Behemoths," said Nayiri.  "There's no way she can win."

The enormous creatures stood on the opposite side of Lily, menacing even without moving.  The Darkstar Behemoth was there, along with three of its brethren: the Earthheart Behemoth, the Wyndfire Behemoth, and the Shrike Behemoth.  

"Watch and see," said Alex, pacing away and letting out a tense breath.  The first few moments of the fight would be the most critical.  

Lily looked so small on the sandy floor of the Arena of the Gods, especially compared to the four Behemoths, who looked like living skyscrapers.  

"Begin!"

In the first moment of the fight, Lily activated the Token of the Beast, which filled her with a glowing blue light, which eventually shot out from her chest and slammed into the Darkstar Behemoth.

Before the other three Behemoths could lumber towards Lily, who stood motionless, the Darkstar turned and roared out a cone of crackling hot breath upon its brethren.  The three turned towards the Darkstar, who wasted no time smashing a fist into the Earthheart Behemoth.

The fight descended into a general melee, the Darkstar using the Behemoth it was fighting as a shield to keep the others at bay.  As the strongest of the Behemoths, and with Lily Brodziak—former MechLeague world champion at the helm—it quickly took down the Earthheart.  

Once the first Behemoth was down, Alex breathed a sigh of relief.  Piloting monstrosities of destructions was Lily's bread and butter.  While Gamemakers Online had excellent enemy AI, it was no match for the best MechLeague player of all time.  

Before the ten-minute timer was up, the Darkstar Behemoth had defeated the other three Behemoths, while taking enough damage that it was almost dead by the time Lily lost control.  Because of the Vigor of the Fallen debuff, Lily was able to finish off the brutal boss by herself, earning level 40 in the process.  

 

 


Chapter Forty-Six

 

Two days later, a few minutes before the game kicked her out, Alex was standing on the edge of the zone with her teammates.  

"Do you think the high priest will build a statue of me in front of the Arena?" she asked her friends near the amber fields of wheat shifting in the breeze.

Mancalf leaned on the walking staff he'd purchased in the city.  

"I think the High Priest is pretty pissed that you gave Lily that cube so she could win that unwinnable fight," he said.

"A statue is entirely unnecessary," said Sophia, her face lit with rapture, "because no one will soon forget that event.  Not in this lifetime, or the next."

"I would have rather watched two pigs rut around in the mud," said Sorrow, crossing his arms.

"Cheer up, Sorrow," said Alex, clasping him on the shoulder.  "At least it wasn't you in the Arena."

He rolled his eyes at her.  

"I can't believe Lily didn't even stay around," said Nayiri, pouting.

"Don't worry," said Alex.  "Lily and I had a long talk after the fight.  We'll be seeing her next year.  We agreed that if we're going to figure things out, we're going to have to work together."

They'd talked about more than that.  Lily had shared what she knew when it came to her brother and where she thought he'd gone after he'd earned his key in the arena.  She was certain it was for a zone that bordered Warsong, which left them five options, since she knew they could rule out the Warped Forest.

"Sophia," she said, addressed the tall warrior, "while I'm gone, I'm naming you Seneschal, giving you free rein to direct the clan as you see fit, including spending the conquest points that I earned as champion."

Sophia's eyebrows wrinkled.  "Are you sure?"

"You earned that right with your superior tactics in the battle circle.  If you can think on your feet there, you can certainly run a clan while I'm gone," said Alex.

Sophia's expression relaxed, her cheeks taking on a rosy glow.  "Thank you for your confidence in me, Battleleader Alex.  I will try not to let you down."

"I wish you didn't have to leave for the next five months," said Nayiri suddenly, the corner of her lips tugging downward.

"Cheer up, love," said Alex, cupping Nayiri's chin and giving her a peck on the lips.  "You have much to do while I'm gone, so time will pass quickly."

Nayiri pouted.  

"When I return," said Alex, "we'll get to spend a whole nother year together exploring the wilds of these lands."

"Is that what that key is for?" asked Mancalf, arching his eyebrow.

"It is."

"And where will it take us?" asked Blaze.

"That's part of your homework while I'm gone," said Alex.  "I have some things to do as well.  I'm not coming back here next year without being more prepared."

"Prepared for what?" asked Sophia.

Alex glanced into the sky above the city, thinking about Lily's missing brother, his idea that there were powerful magics contained within these lands, and the other strange things about Gamemakers Online that she'd encountered.  

"To uncover secrets," said Alex.

"That sounds fun," said Nayiri, hopefully.

Alex didn't respond, mostly because fun wasn’t the word she was thinking of.  Fun implied that it was still a game to be played and that no one was going to get hurt.  That illusion no longer clouded her vision.  

She could no longer ignore the missing people, the strangeness of Professor Marzio, and the absence of her patron.  There was more to Gamemakers Online than she first thought, more than she wanted to believe.  

It was time to uncover the truth.

 

###

Purchase the third book in Gamemakers Online Series, Citadel of Broken Dreams, on Amazon in December.

 

If you haven't yet read it, try the first book in the completed Hundred Hall series, which is in Kindle Unlimited, Trials of Magic.  

 

Or try the first book in the other completed Hundred Hall series, which is also in Kindle Unlimited, The Reluctant Assassin.  

 

Sign up for a newsletter to receive exclusive content, great deals on early book releases, and behind the scenes information only available to my patrons.

 

To find more awesome books and authors in this genre and to connect with a community of fans, check out these FB groups GameLit Society or LitRPG Books.  


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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The Hundred Halls Appendix

Glossary Terms

Merlin Trials - The entrance exams to the Hundred Halls that can only be taken during the ages seventeen through nineteen.  There are three stages to the trials.

Faez - The raw stuff of magic.  Faez is the energy that when shaped by spell or other means creates magical effects.  Faez is dangerous to humans, but a tolerance can be built up over time if somehow protected.  The patronage system of the Hundred Halls is the most common method.

Patron - The founder of a hall within the Hundred Halls.  The patron extends their magical protection to students, keeping them safe from faez madness, and teaching them a specific skill set within the magical world.

Faez Madness - Prolonged use of faez without protection results in irreversible damage to the user's ability to understand and interact with reality.  

Invictus (person) - The Head Patron and founder of the Hundred Halls.  Presumed dead around 2003. Known to have lived a very long life.

Invictus (city) - The city of Invictus was founded by its namesake in 1836.  The school that would later become the Hundred Halls was founded officially in 1867.  

Spire - The administrative center of the city of Invictus.  The Merlin Trials are performed here.

Second Year Contest - These games require cross-Hall teams to compete against each other for a grand prize.  

Maetrie – Commonly called City Elves, though they have no relation to the Fae.  Their home is the Eternal City, a realm closer to Invictus than any other.

Diamond Court – The court of maetrie ruled by Lady Zaire. 

Ruby Court – The court of maetrie ruled by Lady Amethyte.

Jade Court – The court of maetrie ruled by Lady Kikala.

Liebereisen – The Journey of Discovery that young maetrie experience during their coming-of-age trip

Eternal City – The endless city that is home to the maetrie

 

Major Halls

Arcanium

Nickname: Arcanium

Patron: Semyon Gray

Est: 1867

Motto: Knowledge is Power

Description:  Arcanium believes in the value of gaining knowledge, not only about the world around us, but of ourselves. Before we can master magic, we must hone the tool the magic originates from, because a poorly trained mage will not only be a danger to themselves, but society at large. Once a student is capable, they may learn the art of changing spells on the fly using lexology, or how ancient runic languages are the key to solving the world’s most difficult problems. Join Arcanium and be a part of the solution.

 

Coterie of Mages

Nickname: Coterie

Patron: Malden Anterist

Est: 1867

Motto: Limitless

Description: Anything is possible. Here in the Coterie of Mages, we don't believe in limits. If you can imagine it, you can do it. We push the boundaries of what magic is capable of. If this frightens you, then Coterie is not the Hall for you, but if this elicits a sense of excitement and wonder, then apply to the Coterie of Mages. We are the elite.

 

Academy of the Subtle Arts

Nickname: Assassins

Patron: Priyanka Sai

Est: 1867

Motto: Anyone can be persuaded

Description: Human connections make the world go round. We at the Academy of the Subtle Arts strive to bring people, companies, and countries together. Our mages are the world's most effective diplomats and heads of state. If you seek to join the interconnected world of politics, then the Academy is the right Hall for you.

 

The Order of Honorable Alchemists

Nickname: Alchemists

Patron: Celesse D'Agastine

Est: 1867

Motto: Perfection is Achievable

Description: The human vessel is a sacred thing. We believe in maximizing our potential through better alchemy. Our potentials cannot be met if we rely on the ordinariness of humanity.

 

Protectors

Nickname: Protectors

Patron: Bannon Creed

Est: 1867

Motto: To Protect and Control

Description: Order requires commitment. Protectors are committed to the value of human life. To being the shield against those that would tear down society, and create chaos. The Protector Hall teaches the ultimate defense, not only for yourself, but for the world at large. If being on the front lines of the world's conflicts appeals to you, then Protectors is your Hall

 

Acoustic Architectural Institute of Design

Nickname: Stone Singers

Patron: Ester Starwood

Est: 1891

Motto: Building through song

Description: A song is made up of many notes, just like a bridge is made of many stones. Society cannot function without the infrastructure to hold it together. The Acoustic Architectural institute of Design teaches how to shape the world with only a song.

 

Society for the Understanding of Animals 

Nickname: Animalians

Patron: Adele Montgomery 

Est: 1945

Motto: We Are Not Alone

Description: All life is sacred. From the industrious dung beetle to the majestic horned dragon. We at the Society believe that Earth must be shared with all her children and when we do we will truly unlock her endless possibilities.

 

Holistic Institute

Nickname: Aura Healers

Patron: Sir William Jenner III

Est: 1875

Motto: Health Starts in the Soul

Description: When someone gets hurt, are you the first to run to their side to tend their wounds? If so, then the Holistic Institute is for you. We'll teach you how to mend even the most grievous wounds.

 

Minor Halls

Gamemakers

Nickname: Gamemakers

Patron: Aldophus Dimple

Est: 1961

Motto: Life is a Game

Description: Life is a game to be perfected. We at the Gamemaker's Hall know the importance of games as the training grounds for life.

 

Metallum Nocturne

Nickname: Night Metal

Patron: Edward Canterbury

Est: 1908

Motto: Strike.  Spark.  Surpass.

Description: When the hammer hits the forge, great energies are released. Metallum Nocturn is that hammer against the forge of your soul. Join us, and find out what possibilities we can make.

 

The Daring Maids

Nickname: Palimaidens

Patron: Alice Hayword

Est: 1908

Motto: Stand

Description: The world is filled with unspeakable cruelty.  We seek justice for those who cannot protect themselves, no matter the place.  Join us in our fight against oppression.  

 

 


The Hundred Halls Universe

 

THE HUNDRED HALLS

Trials of Magic

Web of Lies

Alchemy of Souls

Gathering of Shadows

City of Sorcery

 

THE RELUCTANT ASSASSIN

The Reluctant Assassin

The Sorcerous Spy

The Veiled Diplomat

Agent Unraveled

The Webs That Bind

 

GAMEMAKERS ONLINE

The Warped Forest

Gladiators of Warsong

Citadel of Broken Dreams

Enter the Daemon Pits

Book Five


Also by Thomas K. Carpenter

 

THE DIGITAL SEA TRILOGY

The Digital Sea

The Godhead Machine 

Neochrome Aurora

 

GAMERS TRILOGY

GAMERS

FRAGS 

CODERS

 

ALEXANDRIAN SAGA

Fires of Alexandria 

Heirs of Alexandria

Legacy of Alexandria 

Warmachines of Alexandria

Empire of Alexandria

Voyage of Alexandria

Goddess of Alexandria

 

THE DASHKOVA MEMOIRS

Revolutionary Magic

A Cauldron of Secrets

Birds of Prophecy

The Franklin Deception

Nightfell Games

The Queen of Dreams

Dragons of Siberia

Shadows of an Empire
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