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Chapter One

 

The only thing worse than a Kentucky summer heat wave in a trailer was having to spend it at the local government center to find out why they'd gotten a bill from the morgue for her father's death—four years after he was buried in a nearby cemetery.  

The lines to see the clerk went out the front door.  Alex had seen happier people waiting to get their teeth pulled without anesthetic.  Most were waving their filing papers in their face to create even the illusion of a breeze.  Sweat ran down the back of her neck, which only made her Zelda T-shirt stick to her back even more.  

When she finally got to step inside, it felt like a bayou swamp.  The little AC unit in the wall was humming and clacking as if it were giving every effort, but it wasn't enough to overcome the plus-100 temperatures that had plagued the state all August.

After a half-hour of trying to find new positions to stand in, Alex finally made it to the front.  The clerk, a heavy-set gentleman with pit stains the size of Kansas, blotted his forehead with a handkerchief before squawking out, "Next!" even though she was standing right in front of him.

Alex shoved the paper across the desk.  

"What's this?  I'm not going to stand here and read this with such a long line," said the clerk, lips in a bunch.

"It's a bill from the county morgue," said Alex, raising her voice.  "It says we have to pay fees for my father's death, plus interest and fines for missing payments.  But we never got a bill, and why would we have to pay in the first place?"

The clerk's expression unraveled, replaced with rounded eyes.  His Kentucky accent deepened with his apology.

"Oh, I'm very sorry, miss."  

The clerk skewed his mouth to one side and lifted the paper to examine it further.  After which, he jabbed his thick finger into the paper, leaving a sweat stain.  

"He got sent to the wrong morgue, which charged your family since you didn't pay taxes in that town.  It's probably taken a while to wind its way through the system, which is why you only just saw the bill.  I'm very sorry, Miss Duke.  You'll have to pay the bill, or they'll put a lien on your house," said the clerk, handing back the paper.

As she trudged away, paper crinkling in her hands, Alex wished there was a spell that could get her family out of this mess.  It felt like the world was arrayed against them.  Every time they started to climb out, someone put a boot to their forehead and shoved them back in.

It wasn't like she wasn't willing to work.  The job at Game Castle had been terrific, but the pay had only been enough to cover her mom's bills for the summer.  Between the medical bills from the previous year and the new one from the county morgue, Alex didn't know how they were going to cover all their expenses, especially when she was headed back to the Hundred Halls for her third year of school.

"School, ha!" she muttered as she climbed into the rusty old Toyota truck she'd borrowed from their neighbor Frank, pulling the ball of keys from her pocket.  

A few weeks ago, Alex had reached out to Lily Brodziak for help, going through her former agent, but she hadn't returned her calls.  After helping Lily get to level 40 to continue in Gamemakers, Alex had thought they'd become allies at least, but there'd been no response.  

She decided she'd find out her status with Lily soon enough.  In a few days, Alex would leave for the Hundred Halls, where she'd get to log into Gamemakers Online.

While her previous experiences in the game had been fraught with concerns about surviving, her third year came with additional layers of intrigue.  When she wasn't working at Game Castle, Alex scoured the internet for information about the missing students and people in Gamemakers Online.  

But finding the truth online was like sifting through a garbage dump while it was on fire.  It didn't help that the Hundred Halls attracted conspiracy theories like flies.  The confluence of magic and power created a powerful draw, warping reality around it.  Just the other day, she'd read about how a whole dance club had been enslaved by a weird dark-haired woman for the evening and then released from their servitude, because sure, that's a thing that you do.  The account she'd read sounded pretty believable, even if she knew it'd probably been fabricated.

Some circles of conspiracy suggested that Gamemakers Hall wasn't a real Hall, that it was a trap for the unwary, like a spider's web for the mind.  But she knew that was bullshit since she'd played the game and helped with the design of the Second Year Contest.

Others thought that people weren't really missing, but exploring a vast world inside the game, which sounded plausible to her, but unlikely.  There were some corners of the internet that thought Gamemakers Online was really a storage facility for artifacts of enormous power.  

But that didn't make sense to Alex, because you couldn't take anything out of the game, except for what you'd learned.  

The nature of the game itself also drew a lot of speculation.  How were these grand worlds being created?  Was it magic?  Or technology?  Both or neither?

To Alex, it didn't matter because it felt real.  As real as Nayiri's lips against hers.  

Which was another reason she couldn't wait to get back to the game.  She missed her girlfriend.  It'd been a long summer thinking about her.

Alex missed her friends as well.  Mancalf's gentle soul.  Blaze's sarcasm.  Sophia's earnestness.  And of course, Sorrow's eloquent moroseness.

When she got home, her mom was in the kitchen in her light blue diner outfit and apron, eating a slice of tomato from the garden with her bare hands.  The gray in her hair had gotten thicker, but she'd also put healthy weight back on after the sickness.

"Any luck?" she asked, wiping a tomato seed from her bottom lip with the back of her hand.

"The bureaucracy must be fed with the souls of the dead," said Alex, thinking about what Sorrow would say about it.

"What?" her mom asked incredulously.

"Sorry.  No luck.  We've got to pay it or they'll put a lien on the trailer," said Alex as she threw the paper onto the table.

Her mom leaned against the counter with a sigh.  "Some days I just want to say the hell with this grind and hitchhike across the country, see the world, and forget about bills and liens."

"Only if you take me with you," said Alex.

Her mom's eyes flashed wide.  "Why not?  What's stopping us?  Couldn't we just take off?"

"I... uhm, I still have to finish school," said Alex.

"Oh," said her mom, deflating.  "That thing."

"It'll pay off in the end," said Alex.  "Then I'll get you out of debt.  Make it so you don't have to work again."

"That's nice, sweetie," said her mom, who clearly didn't believe it by the creasing around her eyes.  

"Speaking of school," said Alex.  "I have to leave in a few days.  I'll be out of contact most of the time, just like the last two years."

Her mom nodded absently because she was staring at the paper on the table, the bill from the county morgue for the cremation.  She reached out and stroked the paper as if it were a small dog, then her forehead scrunched up.  

"Do you remember his face?" asked her mother suddenly.

Alex tilted her head.  "His face?" 

"Your father, do you remember his face?" 

"Of course, Mom.  Do you?" asked Alex.

Her mom crumpled in on herself, shaking her head and clutching the front of her apron with a fist.  

"No, sweetie," she whispered, the words barely making it out of her squeezed lips.  "I don't."

Alex pulled her mother into her arms, holding her tight against her shoulder.  Her mother let out a rising sob before shuddering with ache.  

After holding her mother until she was no longer heaving, Alex led her mother to their ratty couch and set her down, before grabbing the family photo album off the shelf.  Together, they sat with the book across their laps, paging through the pictures, alternating between laughing and crying about the events in their family's past.  In a weird way, Alex couldn't remember ever being happier.

 


Chapter Two

 

The journey to Invictus no longer had the same mystique it had the first two years, but the first glimpse of the Spire, the massive tower at the center of the city, still brought gooseflesh across her skin.  

It looked like a structure straight from a fantasy novel—albeit made of steel and glass—that would house the final villain, who would probably be voiced by a British actor if it were made into a movie.  

But she knew from her trips there that it was mostly bureaucratic office space and testing areas for potential new students.  She'd been in the Spire during the Merlin Trials, and then later with Professor Marzio, creating the Second Year Contest.

After stopping by Golden Willow for checkups and instructions—she was relatively healthy considering the brain tumor, but she would need to visit Dr. Althud in October—Alex went to Gamemakers Hall.  

The tumbled-together structure looked like it'd had a fresh coat of paint, though she couldn't imagine who would have done it, since there were so few students.  

Alex had halfway hoped Andre and his friends would be waiting for her, but they weren't in the warehouse.  

When she heard pots banging around the kitchen, Alex hurried to see who it was, hoping for Lily or Martina, but finding a bird-boned kid with dark brown skin wearing thick glasses.  

He didn't notice her at first, so she cleared her throat and said, "Hello."

The kid dropped the pot he was holding, spinning around as if he expected to be attacked.

"Don't sneak up on me like that," he said, holding his hand to his forehead.  His fingernails were painted a deep azure.  

"Sorry," she said, grimacing.  "I'm Alex."

"Malik," he said, crouching down to pick up the pot.  "I guess I'm nervous about logging in this year."

"What year?"

"This is only my second," said Malik over his shoulder, setting the pot on the stove then opening the cabinets in a searching pattern.  "What about you?"

"Third year," said Alex.  "And I totally understand.  It's exciting in there, but it can get overwhelming at times."

Malik turned back to her, leaning against the oven.  "Overwhelming at times?  That's underselling it by a large margin.  I got tied to a stake by a bunch of murderous bandits and tortured with a hot poker."

"What the Abyss?  I thought my first year was bad.  What zone were you in?" she asked.

"The Carnage Hills.  I had to defeat the Elk Lord, who made those Saw movies look tame.  What about you?" he asked.

"First year was the Warped Forest.  Last year was the Plains of Warsong," she said.  

Malik reacted as if he'd heard something incredulous.  "Plains of Warsong?"

"Let me guess," said Alex, understanding his reaction.  "You've met Lily."

"Yeah," he said, shaking his head in admiration.  "Lily fucking Brodziak.  I can't tell you how many times I rewatched the finals her last year.  She owned the other Mechs, made them pay rent and everything."

Alex chuckled.  "That was my reaction when I found out she was in my zone."

"Wait.  That's the gladiator zone," said Malik, giving her the side-eye.  "Did you have to fight her?"

"Not directly, thank Merlin, but I had to compete with her," she said.

"I assume she won," said Malik.  

Pride warmed her face, stretching her mouth into a grin.  

"No way," said Malik, eyes wide with understanding.  "You must be really good.  Should I know you?"

"Probably not?  I did a few streams here and there.  Mostly extreme platinum challenges.  I killed, well, should have killed the AoD a few years ago, until my power cut," said Alex.

"Yeah," he said, nodding enthusiastically.  "I saw that.  You were about to win.  I always wondered what happened at the end.  Power cut?  That's some bad luck."

"I'm used to it," she said.  

"You know, no one's completed that challenge yet.  Even though you showed them how, they just can't pull it off like you did.  You worked that boss like clockwork," he said.

"What about you?  How'd you get into Gamemakers?  I assume Marzio recruited you," she said.

"I wrote a paper on game theory that got published in New Scientific, plus I play competitive card games online," said Malik.  

"Whoa, that's crazy.  What are you, eighteen?" she asked.

"I was homeschooled," he said.  "I finished college two years ago.  My parents always told me that if I got my homework done, I could play any and all the games I wanted.  So I learned to get my work done fast."

"Nice.  I wish my parents had homeschooled me."  Alex paused, glancing out the door.  "Do you know if Lily is still in the house?  Or did she log in?"  

"She went in this morning," he said, pulling a bag of granola from the pantry.  

"Thanks, I should be getting in there too," she said, but hesitated before leaving.  "Uhm, Malik.  Have you noticed anything weird going on in Gamemakers?  Missing people, or other weird stuff."

When Malik's hand froze as he was opening the bag of granola, she knew he had.  He looked around before moving next to her and whispering, "I don't really think it's a game."

"Why not?" she replied in an equally quiet voice.

"Do you know how it's being generated?  The simulation?" he asked.

"No, no one does.  Well, maybe Patron Dimple does, but he's missing.  I'm sure Head Patron Invictus does, or did, but he's been dead for years," said Alex.

"Not dead, but missing," said Malik.  "What if he's in the game?  Maybe Dimple went looking for him and died."

"But then how did we create the patronage link?" she asked.

His expression fell.  "Yeah, I don't know about that part.  But something weird is going on."

"That much is true," she said, briefly telling him about the people she knew were missing, then expanding on her theories.  She spoke for a good half hour without him interrupting.  At first, he'd kept a stoic expression, but then over time, it turned to slack-jawed disbelief.  

When she was finished, Malik fell onto a chair and balanced his chin on his hands.  

"I know, it's a lot to take in," she said. 

Malik looked around the room, scanning as if he were seeing it for the first time.  

"Nope," he said emphatically, standing up.

"Nope?" 

"The EV from Gamemakers Online is not worth it," he said, putting the bag of granola back into the pantry.  "I don't need to learn magic that bad."

Alex had to translate EV in her head since she hadn't heard it in a while.  It meant Expected Value.  It was the calculation of risk versus reward for a particular game.  

"You're quitting?" she asked.

"It bothered me that there was, like, no one here.  Plus the stuff I'd read online, which up until now, I thought was just conspiracy.  And if I'm going to be honest, I'm great with the theory of gaming, but not an expert in execution like you or Lily.  And this isn't just a game in my headset, it's real in there."  He shuddered, clearly experiencing a memory from his first year.  "I had to talk myself into coming back after last year, but after hearing that, no way.  It's not worth it."

"I'm sorry," said Alex, still trying to process it.

"No.  Don't be sorry.  Thank you.  You probably saved my life.  You should quit too.  This place is a hazard.  I can make a living playing online poker if I have to.  I don't need this."

Malik shook her hand as if they'd just concluded a business transaction, and walked straight out of the room towards the front of the house.

A little stunned, Alex turned in a circle as if she expected Malik to reappear.  

When she realized he'd actually left, Alex thought about her own situation.  While she was trapped into playing the game to keep alive, she wasn't sure she wouldn't choose to play the game anyway, regardless of the risk.  

And it wasn't the promise of learning magic that drew her to Gamemakers Online, just like it wasn't the money alone that lured her to attempt Extreme Platinum challenges.  

It was because it was hard.

 


Chapter Three

 

Alex logged into Gamemakers Online, appearing in an unfamiliar town full of wooden two-story buildings with wide cobblestone streets between them.  She'd expected to appear in the city of Warsong, or in the location she'd last logged out, not in the middle of a strange town.   

She headed uphill towards the sounds of a crowd.  Before Alex reached the source of the noise, she heard a shout from a side street.  

"Battleleader Alex!"

She turned to find Blaze, wearing cerulean-and-orange robes with a Bravebear clan badge on his shoulder.  

"Blaze, hey," she said, giving him a brief hug when they met.  "Where am I?"

He cocked a grin and held his hands out wide.  "Clan Bravebear!"

"Wow," she said, "you guys have been busy."

"Sophia has been busy," said Blaze.  "Making her your seneschal was the best move you could make."

"Clearly," she said, then nodded towards the cheers erupting at the top of the street.  "What's going on there?"

"Daily battles in Alexandria Arena," said Blaze, wagging his eyebrows.  

"My own arena, how weird," said Alex, scratching the back of her head.  

Blaze hooked his arm around hers.  "Come on, let me take you to see the others.  We've been dying for you to get back."

On the way through the town, which she learned was named New Alexandria, Blaze pointed out the various businesses that had set up shop.  There were inns, taverns, blacksmiths, and all manner of vendors.  

When they reached a massive building with a statue in front, Alex did a double take.  It was her, cast in bronze, whip undulating through the air, beating back an unknown foe.  She circled the statue three times before allowing Blaze to take her into Bravebear Hall.

The front door, which was at least fifteen feet wide, had been carved with scenes from her battles.  There were four panels, each displaying a moment in her conquest of the zone to become Champion of Warsong.  The first showed her in battle with Tormane the Tower for control of the clan.  The second was in a group battle against the Angry Owls, while the third showcased one of the final fights with Fallen Phoenix.  The last one was from the fight with the Darkstar Behemoth.

Blaze extended his arm towards the fourth panel, face beaming with pride.  "That's me, the little guy in the robe on the side."

Alex clasped his shoulder.  "You were brilliant.  None of this would have happened without you."

"Only because you had faith in me," said Blaze, eyes alight.

When they entered the grand hall, Alex marveled at the richness of the pillars, which were carved with the mythical beasts she'd fought in the Warped Forest.  

At the far end, near the wooden throne, stood a knot of people.  Alex recognized Sophia Lionheart at once, though she wasn't wearing her normal battle attire, but a verdant dress with gold highlights that accented the bronze undertones in her rich black skin.

As soon as Sophia noticed them, she dismissed the group she was addressing, clearly underlings of the town, whose naked wide-eyed adoration made Alex chuckle as she passed them.

"Battleleader Alexandria," said Sophia.  

"Sophia.  You've been quite busy," she said, embracing Sophia for a long moment.

"You left me with a lot of conquest points to spend.  Since you'd already become Champion of Warsong, I focused on the clan itself, upgrading the camp into a town," she said.

Alex brought up the clan management sheet and was stunned by the wealth of information available.  She took a quick glance at the highlights.

 

Clan Bravebear [Settlement: New Alexandria]

Clan Level: 7

Settlement Level: 2

Renown: 8701/Famous

Morale: 377/Excellent

Conquest Points: 391 

Settlement Points: 190 [33 SP/Day]

Gladiators: 479

Noncombatants: 2,088

 

There were more sections about the vendors and other aspects of the town, but Alex was more interested in the status of Settlement.

 

Buildings: 13


	
Grand Hall – Level 2



	
Blacksmith – Level 2



	
Armorer – Level 2



	
Rumor Tavern – Level 2



	
Arena – Level 2



	
Warehouse – Level 1



	
Wisewoman – Level 2



	
Arcane Workshop – Level 1



	
Mystic Research – Level 3



	
Alchemist – Level 2



	
Trade House – Level 1



	
Farm Center – Level 3





 

"I don't understand why a few of the buildings aren't higher, like the armorer or wisewoman.  They were higher level in the clan," said Alex.

"Settlements are different," said Sophia, hands clasped in front.  "In a clan system, the focus is primarily on the battle circle, but running a town requires more resources that aren't necessary for a nomadic group, like plows for the farmers, or roads for trade."

"Sounds like you've been busy this summer," said Alex, nodding.

"I've been prioritizing research and magical development, but it costs so much just to maintain the town, the going has been slow.  I know you wanted us to find out more about the surrounding zones, but it's been difficult to get that information with our lower levels.  Only Nayiri's really been successful," said Sophia.

Alex glanced around the hall.  "Is she here?"

"I'm afraid not, Battleleader," said Sophia.  "She's in the zone north of here called the Citadel of Broken Dreams, scouting in the way that only she can.  It's the place she thinks the key might be for."

"That's what Lily thought as well," said Alex, thinking back to her conversation before they logged out last year.  "Then I guess that's where I need to be heading soon.  How far away is that zone?"

"A three-day ride on horseback," said Sophia.  "I'd hoped to get the portal system up and running, but that takes a much higher-level settlement."

"It's okay, Sophia.  A three-day ride will be a nice change of pace, and we can discuss your progress on the way," said Alex.

When both Sophia and Blaze suddenly couldn't meet her gaze, Alex looked at them sideways.  

"What's going on?" she asked.

"If you want the settlement to continue progressing, I cannot join you," said Sophia.  "The town requires the battleleader or seneschal to be present or it could revert to a free town.  If we were a higher-level settlement, we'd have more freedom, but the lower levels are more precarious."

"I see," said Alex.  

While she really wanted Sophia at her side for the coming adventures because of her prowess in battle, if they were going to figure out what was going on in Gamemakers Online, she really needed a base of operations.  

"That makes sense.  As much as I'd like to have you with me, staying here and running the town is as important, or maybe more," she said, thinking about the way ahead.  

She wasn't just surviving the game to stay alive; there was more at stake, even if she didn't know exactly what was going on.  

Her acceptance didn't change their demeanor.  They still looked like a couple of high school kids who'd gotten caught making out behind the school.

"What?"

Sophia hesitated.  "Blaze needs to stay as well.  He's taken the profession of researcher, which can only be advanced if he's in town."

"And?  What else?  Let's just get it all out on the table," said Alex with her hands on her hips.

Sophia lifted her shoulders.  "We're getting married."

"What?"  Alex put her hand to her mouth.  "That's amazing!"

She threw her arms around them both.  Her acceptance seemed to unwind the tight spring in them.  They both exhaled.

"We thought you'd be mad that we couldn’t come with you.  We know how important your quest is," said Blaze, who had taken Sophia's hand.  

"No, no.  I mean, I'd love to have you with me, but married.  That's awesome," she said.  "When is the wedding?"

"Not for a while," said Sophia.  "We have to stay in the same zone together for one year before we are allowed to marry, which is another reason he has to stay.  Besides, I need his help.  Creating a settlement in the Plains of Warsong has upset the central city.  There are politics at play."

Alex knocked a strand of hair from her face.  "I'd hoped to take you both to the Citadel.  Safety in numbers and all that, but I'll just have to replace you with some of the lesser fighters."

"That's another issue," said Sophia.  "We learned the Citadel only allows groups of five."

Alex sighed.  "That means it'll be me, Nayiri, Lily, Mancalf, and I guess I have to find a fifth from the clan."

"Actually, a fifth member already volunteered," said Sophia, with a hint of consternation as if she were expecting the news not to be received well.  There was only one person who Alex could imagine would cause that much hesitance.

"You're kidding me, right?  He begged me not to put him in the circle last year. Why would he come on this?" she asked.

Sophia and Blaze shared a glance that she didn't know how to interpret.  

"I cannot say why he chose to come, nor did he volunteer the information, and I was afraid any questions might dissuade him from the path.  Maybe he felt guilty for not participating more, or he was inspired by your successes in the arena.  He's been drinking heavily since the day he decided to come on your quest," said Sophia with pinched lips.

"I guess I should be glad that he decided to come.  The only problem is that we lack a healer.  Mancalf can self-heal, but that's it, and I hate to put them at risk since it's a regular zone with death penalties for non-Far Travelers," said Alex.

"On the question of death for those native to this world, that's another advantage of the settlement.  The Grand Hall allows for the protection of certain members of the town when they travel outside of the zone.  If they die, they will resurrect back here.  For a price, of course," said Sophia.

"That's good to know," said Alex. 

"As for the healing, Sorrow can provide a healing song, though it's slow enough that it's only useful outside of combat," said Sophia.  "But don't worry, Zelda has a small heal that she can teach you before you go.  It's nothing like a normal healer, but it should help you in tight spots."

"You've thought of everything," said Alex.

"Probably not, but we've tried.  We have supplies for you as well, magical potions, other minor items.  Everyone on the team is as outfitted as possible, though we didn't know much about Lily's needs, so we took guesses," said Sophia.

"I'm sure she'll appreciate it.  I know I do.  It's nice to have a team backing you up," said Alex, letting her chest expand with nervous contentment.  

The first year, going it alone had been challenging, not only tactically, but emotionally, as she'd had no one but herself.  The second year had been an improvement, but it wasn't until the end that she'd felt like part of something bigger when they'd fought the Darkstar Behemoth together.  

Now, in her third year, she would head into a dangerous zone with a talented team of five.  While three of them were NPCs, they had enough autonomy that it felt like playing with real people.  

"When would you like to leave for the Citadel?" asked Sophia.

"Tomorrow morning at first light.  I want to spend the day going over the preparations," said Alex.  

"Tomorrow at first light," said Sophia, bowing her head.  "Unless you have other instructions, I should take my leave.  The business of the town never rests."

"Thank you, Sophia.  Thank you, Blaze.  I'm lucky to have you."

After a round of hugs, they strode from the grand hall, leaving her alone in the vast space.  Alex could hear conversations in the side rooms, but no one was in the main area.  She stroked the carved armrest of the throne, but did not sit down, fearing she'd get too comfortable.  As much fun as it would be to run her settlement, she had a citadel to explore and mysteries to uncover. 

 


Chapter Four

 

The sky bled as they set off on their journey.  Sophia and Blaze saw them off, bundled against the cool weather.  Mancalf rode a massive black warhorse with a white patch on his broad chest, while Sorrow was passed out on a tawny mare that seemed to adjust to him almost falling off at every step.

The three days passed uneventfully.  Mancalf filled the time with stories about the months when she was back in her world, while Sorrow stayed comfortably drunk, even though she saw few signs of him drinking.  

She thought about cutting him off, but decided that given his general lack of baggage, he would eventually run out anyway.  It wasn't like he was holding them up.

They avoided the few clans that existed in the Western Plains, mostly transplants that had moved there after she'd conquered them all in the Grand Tournament.  She learned from Mancalf that Lily had earned her 50,000 conquest points through individual prowess in battle, rather than clan fights, so the eastern half of the zone still kept the old traditions.  

It made her wonder if the zones were allowed to grow over time, or if Professor Marzio would change them if they stopped serving the needs of Gamemakers Hall. 

When they reached the boundary between the Plains of Warsong and the Citadel of Broken Dreams, Alex was pleased to find the canyon was only a meandering stream.  It was part of the same tributary that split the Warped Forest, and she'd feared it would be a deep chasm.

Their horses splashed through a fjord, which roused Sorrow enough that he had his eyes open for the first time in three days.  He seemed wary, whereas before he'd been nearly comatose.

"G'morning, sunshine," she said.  "Nice to have you in the land of the living."

Sorrow glanced in her direction, gaze darkened with eye makeup.  He wore an enormous black cloak that hid his rock-star-thin body.

"Nothing excites me more than having my legs spread and bounced for three straight days," said Sorrow drolly.

"If you were awake you might learn how to roll with the gait of your mount," said Mancalf, patting his brown belly as he shifted with the long stride of his warhorse.  "I used the time to work on my active meditation."

"If I was awake then I would have had to stare at the same boring landscape for three days," said Sorrow.

"Either way, I'm glad you're conscious.  Now that we're out of Warsong, we have to be alert.  I don't want to have to wait for you to return if you die and get sent back to New Alexandria," said Alex.

Sorrow raised an eyebrow in her direction.  "So that's all I have to do to escape from this adventure?  Break from this mortal coil with a sword in the gut?"

"I thought you volunteered to come," said Alex, frowning.

Sorrow grumbled under his breath.  "I can change my mind."

"Enough banter," said Alex.  "Look alive.  We're heading into the forest."

The way ahead was a rocky hillscape that forced them off their mounts at times to lead them through sections that could break a horse's leg.  The area reminded her of the Appalachian Mountains around Kentucky with their narrow valleys and sharp ridges.

Before she'd left, Alex had asked how they were going to find Lily and Nayiri.  Sophia had suggested finding the Citadel.  They would probably be there.

They encountered little wildlife, except for critters that bounced around the trees or through the rocks.  Occasionally, Alex had the impression they were being watched.  Even Sorrow seemed to notice—she saw his head snap to one side or another at times.

The zone smelled different than the Warped Forest too.  Her first zone had been sweet and floral as the chimeric trees grew ample fruits, while the Citadel zone was loamy and damp.  On the second day in the zone, a thunderstorm passed north of them, the sky dark while lightning pummeled the hillside.  Alex kept them at lower elevations rather than risk getting electrocuted.

On the third day, as they crested a rocky range, the Citadel of Broken Dreams came into view.  The gothic structure commanded the opposite mountain, its darkened stones stained with grime.  No trees surrounded the building, only torturous rockfalls and sheer cliffs.  The setting sun provided a pinkish backdrop, like washed-away blood.  

"I almost expect to hear wolves howling or see bats flying overhead," said Alex.

"Or the moon rising behind it," said Sorrow as he stroked the neck of his mare from beside its head.

"Moon?  But there's no moon in this world," said Alex.

"There was once, or so I've heard.  When or why it left us, I don't know," said Sorrow, bemused.  "Perhaps it was disappointed with our pointless existences."

The mystery of the missing moon, while interesting, had no bearing on their current mission.  Alex led them across the rocky hillside, using her experiences hunting with her father to help find the best path.

Due to the rocky soil, the trees were gnarled, tortured things that twisted with grotesque knots sporting bitter leaves, which made finding the way through the valley easier.

In the shadow of the mountain, near a bend in the valley, Sorrow cocked his head as if he were hearing something.  Alex tried to catch what he had noticed, but she only heard the whispering wind.

"Sorrow?"

"Shhh..." 

It wasn't until they went another hundred feet that Alex could heard the sounds of metal on metal above the clacking of her mount's hooves.  

When she heard a familiar grunt, she hopped off the horse—the ground was too uneven for rapid horse travel—and sprinted towards the bend with Sorrow and Mancalf on her heels.

On the other side, Lily wielded a three-piece staff, bouncing between a large group of rotund humanoids in scaled armor attempting to assault her with spiked weapons.  There had to be at least two dozen of the big humanoids.  As soon as Alex made visual contact with Lily, the information showed up on Alex's display.  

While Lily was deftly avoiding the Gorge Ogres' blows and her health was only down 23%, her fatigue was at a surprising 68%.  Based on the half-dozen fallen creatures, it was clear she'd been fighting for quite some time.

 

Gorge Ogres, Brute Humanoid, Level 38

Ability: Stunning Blow

 

The ogres' ability meant one solid hit could spell doom for Lily, which was why she was keeping ahead of them rather than fighting toe-to-toe.

Alex fired a couple Cloud Taunts at the back group of Gorge Ogres, peeling them away from Lily.  The big brutes grunted in surprise before ambling towards her in a bowlegged gait.  Before they reached her, Mancalf stepped into the way, slapping them upside the head with huge open-hand blows.  

While Mancalf played tank, Alex Misdirected attacks, keeping the worst of the damage from him.  As they took down a Gorge Ogre, Alex fired another Cloud Taunt at the group pursuing Lily.

Sorrow had produced a wrist-mounted slingshot like the kind she had as a kid, and he was firing clear beads at the Gorge Ogres.  Alex was a little underwhelmed at his contribution until the first bead exploded against an ogre, sending a splatter of white webbing around its limbs, cocooning it and removing it from the battle.  

"Take that, ruffian," Sorrow deadpanned, arms hanging at his side.

After they'd dealt with half of Lily's group, she engaged the remaining dozen as a whirlwind of grace and staff blows.  Alex found it hard to keep up with her Misdirections as she watched Lily move through the Gorge Ogres as if it were a choreographed dance.  

The three-piece staff whirled around her, never slowing, as she cracked the metal ends against the Gorge Ogres' heads.  She cracked two helmets and killed another outright with a crit.  Lily was a crimson ballerina of death. 

Not long after they arrived, the last Gorge Ogre fell.  

 

You have slain a Gorge Ogre!

You have gained experience: 600 XP

 

"I could have taken them myself," said Lily, wiping the sweaty hair from her forehead beneath the plumed helm.  

"Me too," said Sorrow, rolling his eyes, "if they were all almost dead and asleep."

"I could have," said Lily, crossing her arms in Sorrow's direction.  "Should I know you?"

"Greatest gladiator to ever die in the battle circle," said Sorrow, giving a head nod while using part of his cloak like a matador cape, then looking sideways.  "Or maybe the gladiator to die the greatest number of times in the battle circle.  One or the other, I forget."

Lily gave Sorrow a strange look before sighing and pressing the bridge of her nose between two fingers.  "I'm sorry.  Thanks for the help.  I'm not used to fighting with a team."

"Good to see you too, Lily," said Alex, taking a step forward to offer a hug, but having second thoughts.  "We'll have plenty of time to learn.  Which leads me to the introductions.  This is Mancalf, monk extraordinaire and wielder of the deadly head slap."

Lily gave a little hand wave.  "You fought well in the Arena of the Gods."

"You were amazing," said Mancalf, nodding enthusiastically.

"Thanks," said Lily with a slight flinch as if she were worried about the rest of the party acting like her crazy MechLeague fans.

"And this is our bard, Sorrow.  You'll come to appreciate his dry sense of humor," said Alex.

"You wound me," said Sorrow, putting a hand to his chest in faux injury.

"Bard?  Where's your instrument?" asked Lily, hand on hip, glancing at him skeptically.

Sorrow leaned his head back, exposing his neck, and ran his fingertips up and down the length.  "These golden pipes are the only instrument I need."

Lily shot Alex a wide-eyed look as if she couldn't believe he was a member of their party.  

"Have you done much scouting of the Citadel?" asked Alex, hoping to change the subject.

"Only as far as the entryway," said Lily, nodding towards the gothic structure at the top of the small mountain.  "These Gorge Ogres are thicker than vermin around here.  I've been busying myself farming them."

A quick check revealed that Lily was already level 41.  Alex swallowed her complaint, reminding herself that they were on the same team this year.

"Let's go up and clear it out. I'm sick of waiting," said Lily, starting up the mountainside, metal boots ringing against the rocks, without even a glance behind her to see if they were following.

"Okay then," said Alex, after Lily had left.  Mancalf gave a two-shoulder shrug, while Sorrow picked at his fingernails with a short blade.

Alex and her companions retrieved their mounts.  She stroked her horse's neck while staring at the Citadel. 

"We're not going to be able to bring them up there," said Alex, watching Lily climb up the steep and rocky slope.  

"They can make it back to New Alexandria on their own," said Mancalf.  "My mount has a Girdle of Return, and the other two will follow him."

After unloading their supplies and sending the horses back the way they came, the three of them made off after Lily.  The angle made the ascent difficult for Mancalf and Sorrow, but Alex had no problem, enjoying the magical benefits of her Nimble Goat Boots.

Reaching the Citadel took all morning, with the curses and under breath mumbling from Sorrow becoming more frequent as they went higher and higher.  

By the time they made it up, Sorrow looked like someone had dumped a bucket of sweat on him.  His lush cloak looked like a bedraggled shadow hanging from his shoulders.

"If you're sweaty and you know it clap your hands," he said, leaning over and bracing himself on his knees.  

Mancalf considered him with an eyebrow raised.  The big monk looked unaffected by the climb, though a sheen of sweat covered his golden-brown skin.  

Before Alex could wonder where Lily was, she heard the grunts of fighting ahead.  

"Stay with Sorrow," she told Mancalf.

Alex jogged ahead, pulling her whip out.  She passed a crumbled stone wall stained with dead moss to find Lily in battle with a half-dozen Gorge Ogres, another half-dozen scattered around her, already dead.

Alex cracked a Gorge Ogre with her whip, calling out to Lily, "You could have waited for us."

Lily ducked beneath a spiked mace, bending two sections of her staff around a Gorge Ogre's arm and snapping it with a twist of the shoulders.  The brutish humanoid dropped to the ground, holding his broken arm while Lily moved on to the next creature.

"Why?  I can take these easily," Lily said between blows, killing two more Gorge Ogres in quick succession.  

Alex helped her finish off the group, but it was clear Lily hadn't needed her help.  

"We all need the levels," said Alex, stowing her whip.  

Lily wasn't wearing her plumed helmet.  She pulled back her hair in a ponytail.  Her sweaty hair looked russet in color, especially beneath the gray skies.  

"Actually," said Lily, shoulders drawn back, "I'm way more effective at a higher level than you or your friends, especially that weirdo Sorrow.  It'd probably be better for all of us if I took the majority of the experience."

"Don't forget, I still need to hit 60 even if they don't," said Alex.  "And I don't think it's going to be as easy as the Gorge Ogres in the Citadel."

Lily wrinkled her forehead.  "Do you know what goes on in the Citadel?"

"Uhm, well no, but I can assume it's going to be challenging like the rest," said Alex.

"I didn't find Warsong that challenging," said Lily with a throwaway shrug.  "I would have won had they not set up that stupid test in the Arena."

Heat rose to Alex's face.  "Look, Lily.  I thought we were going to work together to find your brother.  If you want to go it alone, I'll take the others and go elsewhere.  If not, then make sure you include the rest of us."

Lily opened her mouth to fire back, but before the words came out, she mumbled under her breath and strode through the stone archway that led deeper into the facility.

"Did we miss anything?" asked Mancalf, glancing with concern through the archway.  

"I hope not," said Alex, running her fingers through her hair.  "Otherwise this is going to be a long year."

"Where'd she go?" asked Sorrow, peering around the archway.

"Probably went to stare in a mirror to see how great she is," said Alex, plopping down on the remnants of a broken stone wall and draping her arms on her bent knees.

She knew it was a petty thing to say, but already Lily was getting on her nerves.  She'd thought she was doing the right thing coming to help Lily find her brother, but it appeared she thought she was too good for help.

"I wish Nayiri was here," said Alex, uncorking her waterskin to take a drink.  

Sorrow still stood at the archway with his head cocked.  When he said, "Oh," under his breath, Alex looked up.  

"Lily coming back?" she asked.

"Uhm, yeah," said Sorrow, backing away from the archway.  

The normally stoic bard looked like he was facing down a stampede of wild horses by the way his hands were rising in front of him.

"And she's bringing the whole damn Citadel with her," he finished.

Alex jumped up, grabbing her whip.  "What?" 

Beyond the archway and across an old courtyard of moss-covered stones and ancient statues crumbled to mounds, Lily came running with a horde of murderous Gorge Ogres behind her.

"Merlin's hairy balls!"

Lily reached them first, barely breathing hard as she came to a stop.  

"What are you doing?" Alex asked her, arms raised.

"You wanted to be included, so I brought the rest," said Lily, looking quite pleased with herself.

Lily unfolded her triple staff from a hidden pouch, taking her position in the middle of the archway.  

"Keep me up and try to kill a few of them from time to time," said Lily.

A group of at least forty Gorge Ogres came rumbling across the courtyard like an avalanche of big bellies and spiked clubs.

Alex took a good look at the wall between them and the courtyard, hoping there wasn't a way to bypass the barrier.  She touched the wall, not feeling confident about the lack of mortar between the stones.  

Before the first Gorge Ogre reached Lily, she raised her arms then slammed them down, igniting a wall of flame that formed a funnel towards the archway.  The lead ogres hesitated, but were forced to continue towards her or be trampled by the others.

When the first Gorge Ogre reached Lily, the combined attacks of the three of them killed it outright.  They killed the next two as easily.

Alex breathed a sigh of relief, thinking that the funnel of flame and Lily's skill at tanking would be enough to take the horde, until a group broke off and used their bodies to form a ladder to climb the wall.

"Mancalf, stay with Lily.  I'll take the wall," said Alex, shifting to the right and hitting the first ogre trying to come over the wall with Whip Tricks.  

As soon as the compulsion stilled his limbs, he fell back into his friends.  

"Keep her up," Alex told Sorrow, who was standing a good twenty feet back.  

"But my healing song isn't good in combat," he said.

"Fine," she said.  "Fire your sling and yell if I'm missing something."

As she turned her attention back to the wall, two more ogres tried to make it over.  Alex hit them with a Wind Gust to slow them down, following it up with a Dewdrop Orb and a Whip Tricks.  

For the next thirty seconds, Alex managed to keep the ogres from breaching the wall. She couldn't see the fight at the archway, but from the experience notifications she was getting, she could tell it had slowed.

Alex opened her mouth to ask how many they had left on their side, when the stone wall exploded, sending shards of rock past her head and filling the air with dust.  A two-headed ogre who was much larger than the others stepped through the gap.

 

Two-Headed Gorge Ogre, Brute Humanoid, Level 41

Ability: Stunning Blow

Ability: Two Heads Is Better Than One

 

As the brute rushed towards her, she hit him with a Whip Tricks.

 

Two-Headed Gorge Ogre has been mezzed by Whip Tricks!

 

Alex started to ready herself for the next ogre coming through the gap, but then she realized the Two-Headed Gorge Ogre hadn't stopped.

 

Two-Headed Gorge Ogre hits you for 129 damage!

You are stunned!

 

The air was knocked from her lungs as the brute smashed her in the stomach with its enormous spiked club.  It was only then that she realized only one of the heads looked stupefied by her spell.  The ogre's second ability was probably a protection against charms and enchantments, since the second head could still run the body while the first was incapacitated.

As more Gorge Ogres flooded through the gap, Alex thought there would be a TPK and they'd have to trudge all the way back from New Alexandria, but Lily appeared, her three-part staff whirling around her so fast it was a blur of metal and wood.

Lily pushed the big brute back, but three regular Gorge Ogres had already slipped through.  They were beating on Alex, who was still stunned.  Each blow felt like she was getting hit by a baseball bat.

By the time the stun broke, she was at 38% health.  Alex managed to slip out of their beating using Tactical Phantasm, followed by a pair of Misdirections.  

A fourth managed to slip past Lily, but Sorrow took care of it with one of his sticky globs, fired from the wrist-mounted slingshot.

Alex stayed back to avoid getting stunned again, using her spells to confuse the three ogres.  

She was so focused on them, she almost forgot that she was the healer as well until she heard Mancalf yell.  Alex chain cast Heal Ally on the big monk until he was above fifty percent.  

 

The Two-Headed Ogre has been slain by Lily Brodziak!

You have gained experience: 1,100 XP

 

Once Lily killed the brute that had broken through the wall, she cast a wall of fire in the gap between the stones.  

"Try to keep them contained better this time," said Lily, before returning to the archway with Mancalf.  

Alex gritted her teeth and was so distracted she almost got hit by a Gorge Ogre swinging a spiked club. She recovered, using Whip Tricks and Misdirection to take them down, but the sting of Lily's comment remained.

After another ten minutes of fighting, during which Alex spent much of the time as a healer, they killed the last of the Gorge Ogres, garnering a nice chunk of experience despite the terrible beginning to the fight.

"Is that better?" asked Lily, before marching back through the archway.  "You can loot them.  I don't need it."

Sorrow collapsed against the wall, watching Lily disappear inside.  "I hope to the gods above she's not getting more ogres," he said.  

"Not sure how she could be," said Mancalf, breathing heavily, hands on his knees.  "I figure we killed every Gorge Ogre in the place."

"Let's hope so," said Alex, leaning against the broken wall, wondering if they stood a chance of being a functional team.

She'd barely recovered a third of her faez pool when a shout from deeper in the courtyard forced them to abandon their rest.

 


Chapter Five

 

Past the archway, there was no sign of Lily.  While Alex craned her head in all directions trying to locate the direction of the shout, Sorrow went running towards a dark alleyway between two moss-stained buildings.  The old stone, pitted with time, felt like sandpaper beneath her sandals.  

When they broke into a new area, Alex expected to find a new horde of Gorge Ogres surrounding Lily, but instead they found the red-haired warrior standing near a raised dais with her hands on her hips, examining the surface of the structure.

"What the hell, Lily, we thought you were dying in here," said Alex, slowing to a walk to join Lily at the dais.

Lily turned her head, her mouth shifting sideways before she replied with nary a trace of emotion, "I didn't feel like going all the way back to get you, and I figured you'd want to see this."

Alex opened her mouth to cut into Lily for scaring them when her gaze fell upon the surface of the dais.  The this in question was a metal plate with runes circling its edge.  The surface looked crimped, as if it'd been smooshed together, though the outside edges showed no signs of deformation.  At the center of the metal plate was an inscription above a keyhole.

"Is this...?" asked Alex.

"The door into the Citadel, yes," said Lily.

Alex looked up at the buildings surrounding the courtyard.  There was a bronze dome covered in a green patina not far away, and a round tower that rose above the rest.

"I thought we'd be going up," said Alex.

"Nope," said Lily, shaking her head.  "We go this way."

Sorrow hopped onto the metal plate and walked across it with a frown hooked to his lips.

"Hey, get off there, you don't know how it's activated," said Alex.

He wrinkled his forehead before responding.  "Doesn’t look like anything's going to happen, and I wanted to see what it said."

Alex stretched her hands wide.  "So...?"

Sorrow stood in the center of the dais, which was about ten feet across, and scratched the back of his head.    

"The fastest way down under."

"Down under what?" asked Lily.

"I don't know," said Sorrow.  "That's what it says.  The fastest way down under."

"Weird inscription for a dungeon door," said Mancalf, who stood next to Alex, his arms resting on his big belly.  "Are you sure this is the way?"

"I am," said Lily. She squeezed her lips to whiteness.  

There was a lot of tension in her shoulders.  She looked ready to pound her fist on the metal plate.

"Drew?" asked Alex.

Without changing her expression, Lily gave a curt nod.

"Did he tell you much about this place?" asked Alex.

"He left notes, which I spent the summer studying in hopes that it would help us," said Lily, the corners of her lips skewing downward.

"But clearly they don't based on your reaction," said Alex.

No one said anything else for a few minutes as they studied the metal plate.  Eventually, Alex pulled out the Wyrmwood Key, climbed onto the dais, and held it up.

"Be my guest," said Sorrow, backing away from the center.

Alex eyed the runes, wondering if it was a good idea to use the key.

"Did your brother say anything about this place having traps?" she asked.

Lily glanced up, her gaze ringed with shadow.  "Extensive."

"Wonderful," said Alex, crouching down with the key before slipping it into the hole.  "I'll see you in a few days if this goes wrong."

Alex took a breath and turned the key, readying herself to jump off the dais, but nothing happened, leaving her anxious.

"Are you sure this is the right place?" asked Alex after she'd waited long enough to confirm nothing had happened.  It bothered her that trying to enter the Citadel hadn't given her a quest as she'd expected.  Nearly everything she'd attempted in the game had resulted in a quest, even some of the mundane events like making a camp in the Warped Forest.

"Yes," said Lily, then added, "I think."

Mancalf had wandered away from the metal plate.  He was looking around a corner at a different section of the complex.  "Maybe we should see if there's anything else like this around."

Lily crossed her arms and continued staring at the plate.

"Not like we can go in yet, since Nayiri isn't here," said Alex.

When Lily didn't look like she was going to answer or explore other locations, Alex shrugged and motioned for Sorrow and Mancalf to spread out.

"Stay within shouting distance," she said as she headed in a different direction.

In the next courtyard, she found makeshift huts built from petrified timbers and canvas tarps with holes in them.  Based on the stench and the oversized articles of clothing, Alex assumed they'd housed the Gorge Ogres.  It appeared that they were not residents of the Citadel, but had made it their home recently.

A darkened stairway lured her upward, not only to check for other signs of entry into the Citadel, but to see if she could get a good look at the surrounding landscape for signs of Nayiri.

The stone steps were cracked and the right wall had fallen away, making the ascent treacherous.  The wind blew fiercer at this upper level, knocking her hair around her face.  

Around a corner, a dark figure waited for Alex.  She went for her whip until she realized it was the Great Raven.

"Hey, Ethel.  I guess I should have expected you," said Alex, holding up her arm to block the wind from blowing her hair around her face.  The air smelled like a storm.  Dark clouds hovered over the craggy hillsides with their tortured trees.

"It's good to see you too, dearie, though not in this ill place," said Ethel, ruffling her wings.

"Ill place?" asked Alex.  "You don't seem like the type to be bothered by old ruins."

"This isn't a place for your kind.  It's meant as a storage facility for magics not meant to be in this world, which makes it a trap in shape and form as far as I'm concerned," said Ethel.

Alex squinted through the wind at the big black bird.  "Not meant for my kind?  Those of us that come from the other world?"

"Ain't my rules, kid."

Alex gestured towards the surrounding lands.  "Then what the hell is this zone for?  I thought we were supposed to be leveling up.  Why put a zone with a secret door in it if you don't want it explored?"

"That's because this Citadel is an old part of the game," said Ethel.  "The real meat of the zone is the Gorge of the Monstrosities, which is north of here."

"Those Gorge Ogres?" asked Alex.  

The Great Raven nodded her beak.  "A few may have wandered down from the gorge."

Alex turned away so Ethel didn't see her look of consternation.  Her earlier encounters with the Great Raven had been friendly, breezy even, but the warning about the Citadel seemed like it involved ulterior motives.

"What kind of items would require a secret storage facility?" asked Alex, raising her voice above the whistling wind.

"Ask your Far Traveler friend down there," said Ethel, facing east as her feathers quivered.  "She seems to know more than she's letting on."

"I don't feel like you're being completely honest with me, Ethel," said Alex.

"Who said I've ever been?" she replied.  "But my warning about the place below here still stands.  It's a trap.  Exploring it will only end in tragedy."

"What is your purpose here?  Who do you work for?" asked Alex, facing the Great Raven.

"Classified information, dearie," said Ethel.

A bit of rage rose up in her gut, but she didn't want to anger a possible ally over a misunderstanding.  On the other hand, she didn't feel like she could take what Ethel was saying at face value.  

"Do you at least have a quest for me?" asked Alex.

The Great Raven inclined her glossy black head.  "Of course."

 

Quest Offered: Defeat the King of the Monstrosities (1,000,000 XP) [GROUP QUEST] [Y/N]? 

 

As soon as Alex saw the quest, she knew it was meant to distract her from the Citadel.    

"Thanks, Ethel," said Alex.  "A personal quest giver is a nice perk here."

 

+50 reputation with Great Ravens

 

"No problem, kid.  Just remember what I said about this place.  It's a trap," said Ethel as she stretched her wings.  "I should make like the breeze, leave you to your business."

"See you soon, I'm sure," said Alex, giving the bird a salute as she leapt into the sky to soar over the broken walls of the Citadel.

When Alex returned to the secret door, Lily confronted her.  "Who was that bird you were talking to?"

"Ethel Stormfeathers the Third.  It's a Great Raven that's been giving me quests over the years.  Don't you have a personal quest giver?" asked Alex.

"No," said Lily, her neck straightening.  "That's odd."

"Tell me about it," said Alex, glancing towards the gray sky.  "Ethel warned me away from this door.  Told me the real zone is north of here, a place called the Gorge of the Monstrosities.  She said this place is a storage facility for magic items not meant to be in this world.  She also said this place is a trap."

"All that's likely true," said Lily.  "Especially the last part.  That's what happened to Drew, I think."

"What are we coming here to find?  Do you really think he's beyond this door?" asked Alex.

Lily grabbed her hand and pulled Alex away, which she resisted at first until she realized Lily wanted to show her something.  The red-haired girl led her to an alcove off the main courtyard.  She pointed to a marking on the wall in white chalk that looked like a circle with an X over it.  

"I don't understand, what is it?" asked Alex.

"It's my brother's mark.  His symbol, or whatever.  He put it on everything of his.  It's a deconstructed musical note made to look like a sword and shield.  A symbol to his two loves, music and gaming," said Lily.

Alex studied it further, noticing that the X wasn't evenly drawn.  The crossed line was shifted down and shorter, so it appeared to be a sword.

"I found one of these symbols outside, near the archway," said Lily as she stroked the stone.

"You and your brother must be really close," said Alex.

Lily hugged her arms to her chest, nodding.  "He's the only one I can trust."  Alex made a face, so Lily continued.  "My parents are suing me."

"What?  Suing you?  That's crazy," said Alex.

"Tell me about it.  They claim they're not getting their return on investment for all the time and money they spent on me with the trainers and everything else they did.  They say I wouldn't be world champion without them, and that I should be competing and making money, not screwing around in Gamemakers Hall," said Lily.

Alex put a hand to her mouth.  "Don't they even care about your brother?"

"Not really," said Lily, turning away.  "They really don't even care about me."

Before Alex could ask another question, Mancalf found them, his face lit up with excitement.  

"Hey, I figured something out with the door," he said.

They followed him back to the courtyard.  Sorrow had returned as well.  He was staring at the dais as if he thought he should remember something.  

"Watch this," said Mancalf as he placed his hand on a rune along the outer rim.  After a moment of concentration, the metal symbol glowed with eldritch light.  "The runes can be activated."

"But should they be activated?" said Alex, thinking about Ethel's warning.  "Or at least without some precautions?"

Lily shook her off.  "They're part of the entry process.  The inscription must tell us how to open it, a pattern."

"I'm just a little worried about this door.  If we were meant to be here, we should have been given a quest or something," said Alex.
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