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        Nemesis Quest [Isekai + LitRPG Satire]

    
    
    
    
                Nemesis Engine engaged.  Nemesis found... Transporting... 

And now that I had EVERYTHING going in the right direction, I'm sucked into another world as a scullery maid because some ex-boyfriend from high school still hates me?  Seriously?  I was pre-med!  I had a family!  And a cat!

What do you mean I can have my cat?  Well, that's a start...but once I get the hang of this, someone is going to pay because if I'm what you wished for, your genie doesn't like you.  Did I mention I can cook?

Finished and Complete

Warning - this book is primarily a subtle satire and LitRPG.  It makes fun of writers, breaks the fourth wall on a dare, makes a very subtle jab at AI writing, and does a serious flip on a time loop to keep it real. 

            

    
        Ch 1 - The Blue Dot Looked the Least Threatening

    
    
    
    
                I woke with a fistful of dirt in my mouth, spitting it up like a hairball. My fingers dug into the sparse grass of...

Constitution +1

Where was I? I blinked. I blinked again. My vision was slow in coming into focus. Grass, dirt. My mind was slower in coming into focus. My dad had once mentioned finding himself on his front lawn not knowing how he’d gotten there after a wild college party. I didn’t remember going to a party.

“Wake up, ya lazy girl,” thundered into my ears as a pail of cold water turned the meager grass into a gritty mud. It was so cold that it shook the slow right out of my soul. I was now AWAKE.

Beauty -1

I pushed up carefully to my knees, dripping hair hanging in my eyes, my mouth hung open in a gasp for air that had been stunned out of me by the freezing water. If the water dripping from my hair wasn’t clear, I’d have sworn it was a slushie. It was harder than I thought it should be to get my knees under me and when I looked down, I realized why. I was wearing a skirt; a single pocket full of mud. What the hell?

Wooden shoes clopped into sight under my nose as my tormentor dropped the now empty bucket with a splat. I ran my gaze up to find another long skirt much cleaner than my own, but brown as the mud. Higher and there was this stained apron stretched over ample hips that were highlighted by beefy fists that made me look back at the wooden bucket under my nose.

The Renn Faire. I was at the Renn Faire. That would explain everything. Only at the Renn Faire would I have managed to get so stinking drunk that I’d pass out in the mud while wearing a peasant skirt and wake remembering almost nothing. Wooden shoes. I gave a chuckle and plopped back on my ass, mud be damned. It was the Renn Faire. It wasn’t like I was going to be out of place drenched in mud and hung over.

“Don’t just sit there, ya waste of space,” the rotund bucket-bearer growled at me. “I need four buckets of water from the well before I can start tonight’s stew, and you’ve got dishes that still need scrubbing.”

“Did I neglect to pay my tab at the bar?” I grumbled, rearranging the skirt that kept tangling up my legs. I didn’t normally go for the peasant-girl garb at the Faire. I was more of the witch they tried to burn in that era. Where were my pointed shoes and hat? Someone must have convinced me to go subtle. I wracked my brain for a memory. A dare? A bet? My daughter? Yeah, she’d be the only one who could get me to do something this stupid. I didn’t even remember going to the Faire this year. It wasn’t in the curriculum.

Intelligence +1

College. The bane of my existence. The necessary evil to overcome the idiocy of the world and be taken seriously. My whole life had been college, home, study, rinse, repeat ad nauseum. If it wasn’t college related, I didn’t do it. So what was I doing in a mud puddle?

“I swear it’s the last time I’ll be hiring a simpleton,” the woman grumped, stomping those wooden shoes away toward… was that a wooden building?

Now I looked around. I’d been about to protest that I was a pre-med student and hardly a simpleton. I was Phi freaking Kappa Phi, that’s the Dean’s List on crack, top five percent of my whole school! An initiation? Not possible. They didn’t do crap like that anymore. A secret society initiation? That could be exciting. Who was I kidding? This wasn’t a Las Vegas Renn Faire.

Intelligence +1

I was in the back yard of a wood building that belonged in a ghost town between a stable and the kitchen door. The well from which I was supposed to get water was just close enough to scoot my butt a few feet over to rest my back against the wall of it. That was no prop. Straight out of a fairy tale, that well was a round thick wall with a pitched straw roof and an honest to goodness wooden crank that looked like it worked. The well was made of solid stone. The tavern was made of wood and the stable smelled like, well, a stable. There was even a horse in there. There was a small pen surrounded by what looked to be a slapped together bunch of long twigs and in that pen were a half dozen pigs.

Perception +1

I was in hell. Aneurysm? That would explain the blinking dots at the edge of my vision. Something needed to explain them. An aneurysm would do. I must have died quickly.

Not quite sure what to do, I followed directions. College will do that to you. When in doubt, follow the directions of the person who appeared to be in charge, no matter their apparent lack of wit, intelligence or ability to lead or teach. I used the well wall to push myself to my feet and picked up the bucket. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the well mechanism. I might never have pulled a bucket of water up out of a well, but turning the crank to raise the bucket didn’t seem like a challenge.

Dexterity +1 

Intelligence +1

Strength +1

I thought frantically as I rotated the clunky crank, my head on a swivel trying to take in everything at once. There were no wires, no telephone poles, no civilization sounds. I poured the water from the well bucket into the one I held. The bucket was heavy, so I carried it between my legs as I awkwardly waddled toward the door the woman had disappeared into. I could figure this out. I was smart.

Perception +1

Dexterity +1

Strength +1

Once in the kitchen, I dumped the bucket of water into a large pot over a live fire in a hearth that the grumpy woman grunted toward. A hearth. Not a stove. A smoking fire pit that had a chunk of smoldering wood over a bed of ashes that rested right on the rough stone floor. I could think of a dozen fire code violations. How did this place even exist?

I use the term kitchen loosely. It was a bunch of wooden work benches where grumpy was butchering a small animal of some sort. There must have been more than one animal to begin with because there were four drumsticks on the table next to her, but she was peeling a scaly skin off of the largest piece. The work benches were made of rough planks you couldn’t buy at the mega-tool-warehouse in Vegas. Nope. The warehouse that I loved to browse in didn’t have planks that rough in the fencing section.

Perception +1

I stumbled back out the door and down rickety steps that would not have passed muster for a bribed building inspector, my stomach sinking. I was headed back to the well, for my second bucket when I accepted that I wasn’t in Vegas, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t in Kansas anymore either. My mind raced to find a realistic explanation for my current insanity. That was it. I’d cracked under the pressure. I’d just received my acceptance letter to medical school. This was … I cranked up another bucket of water, my eyes glued to the “pigs” in the pen. They were big. Boars maybe? They had tusks jutting up out of their lower jaws and ears the size of elephant’s ears. Yeah, not boars.

Perception +1

I don’t know what it says about me that I didn’t notice the difference in me at the time. I was on my third bucket by the time I realized that my arms looked… different. And I only noticed that because my mind found that easier to deal with than words floating in my vision. Words scribbled across my eyesight by a scratching quill pen full of skywriting ink like a movie announcing the executive producer during the opening scene.

Strength +1

Perception +1

I ignored the words, just like all movie-goers, mentally checking out with my box of popcorn. They couldn’t actually exist so if I pretended they weren’t there, I’d be okay. My stomach growled at the thought of a big buttery batch of movie popcorn. I self-soothed with the image of Milk Duds. Hell, a box of Hot Tamales were not out of place in this scene and I was stressed, so that gallon of diet soda…but I digress.

Perception -1 

You see, I’m a stress eater. I’ll admit it. I used to be chunkier than the grumpy-water-tossing woman. I was in pre-med. That’s a lot of stress eating over midterms and finals and papers that have to be worse than anything the professor can write and completely unoriginal while still not plagiarizing anything. It didn’t matter how unhealthy my weight was, not getting into medical school was worse. It was always a matter of being able to lose weight when I got through that next tough class. But the arms carrying the third bucket of well water into the kitchen weren’t the arms of a stress-eating pre-med student watching a movie. These new arms were skinny, almost scrawny.

Strength +1 

I dumped the newest bucket, keeping my head down to hide my bulging eyes. My mind was not coming to any rational conclusions. I was scrawny, with my original long legs of which I could only see the abnormally unswollen ankles, but with a new thin waist that I hadn’t known since high school almost forty years ago. While I realize that most of you reading this will want to know about my boobs, I’m not talking about them. My eyes are up here, and I’ve got a brain. This is where my mind went while it tried very hard to deny the floating words that had faded away. That was okay until they floated right back up there.

Will +1

Strength +1

I nearly dropped the bucket into the well. I mean, “yea!” weight loss, but expletives were the only things my mind was capable of producing. I had dishes to do. I picked up the bucket. Wait, dishes? Really? That was my next move? Because somebody ordered me around? I’d been in college too long. I dropped the bucket in the mud I’d woken up in and took a moment.

Will +1

I decided to acknowledge that blinking set of lights that I’d assumed were an incoming aneurysm. But, seriously, if I was already in hell, an aneurysm seemed unlikely. Then again, everything was rather unlikely. And by unlikely, I meant bat-shit crazy!

Intelligence +1 

There were a few of those blinking things. It was like a single 2mm square of pixels on my billion-inch, surround-vision, virtual reality, smell-enabled, impossible television had fritzed out and in and out. They blinked in a flickering pattern.

“Come on, pull yourself together,” I warned myself sternly out loud so that my voice could echo somehow and expose this as a dreamscape of bad cheese before bed. “Pick a color and focus. Nothing is going to happen. It’s just the newest symptom of an oncoming migraine or complete mental breakdown or something else that I’m choosing to assume is relatively innocuous even though that’s totally impossible.” Call me an optimist.

The blue dot looked the least threatening, but the purple dot was my favorite color. I wasn’t ready to be betrayed by my favorite color. It was my favorite. If it betrayed me, what would I have left?

“That is not pulling yourself together, kid,” I found an odd comfort in hearing my voice. It was mostly my voice. There was something wrong with my hands, but my mind hadn’t put together what yet, aside from being thin. They were still my hands. I should know. I’d looked at the backs of my hands through dozens of boring lectures as they’d scribbled across the latest notebook page.

“Still not together,” I blew out a quick breath with that voice that was almost my voice like everything else that was almost my whatever else, like my mind that was shattering into something that was not what….

I looked at the blinking blue square of light that wasn’t supposed to be there.

Notification: Welcome to Your New Life

Thank you for volunteering to participate in our clever and exclusive exchange program. A representative will be with you shortly to help you adjust to your new settings. You might want to blend in until then. Bring up a character sheet with a thought. Check out your stats and skills! Get with the program and level up. You could be the next winner… of … a life…time.

            

    
        Ch 2 - Worst Everything Ever

    
    
    
    
                My body shuddered along with my mind.

Will -1

Character sheet, I thought at nothing on a lark. After all, when in Rome and your mind is sinking into a puddle of psychotically fantasy-manifesting irrationality, it is only the sanest thing to do to try to… who was I kidding? How would I even recognize sane at this point?

Name: Undetermined (pick something fun and entertaining that you will then be stuck with for the rest of your life and will then understand how your parents could have picked such a horrible name for you in your old existence)

Class: Undetermined (to say that you have no class at this time is an insult, I’m sure, but please use this horrible experience to develop some determination to become something… anything)

Level: 0 (considering that you haven’t done anything of note, is this really a surprise to you?)

Health: 10/10 (default minimum – if we calculated your actual health points, you might kill yourself on a splinter)

Mana: 10/10 (default minimum – see above)

Brains: 5

Brawn: 6

Beauty: 9

BS: 6

Skills: Do stuff. Get some.

I had a sudden urge to throw the bucket in the well and find out what was beyond that pen of not-pigs. I resisted. I’d had a lot of practice subduing my feelings to think logically. I was hungry. I wasn’t above doing dishes to earn a living. Looking down at the mud caked into most of my skirt, I wasn’t above much at this point. I was going to have to get something to eat and while it wasn’t a great job, it had already given me a few stats and sheltered me through one nervous breakdown, so... No, that wasn’t what I thought right away. There was some stomping and mental anguish in the form of kicking the bucket across the yard and uncomfortably close to the not-pig pen. But you shouldn’t have to see me like that. Okay, I’m not putting in most of it because you’ll think less of me.

Then again.

I kicked that bucket all over the yard. You see, right now in real time, there’s this feather quill writing all this down that has the nerve to psychically admonish me for not telling the truth. It just told me that it would switch to the third person if I didn’t tell the whole story so… I also bruised my foot on that bucket. It probably would have deleted this whole paragraph except that it contains a tiny bit of embarrassment on my part. It’s already deleted two paragraphs of me arguing with it.

Health -1

Ah yes, that’s where I was. I was not wearing any wooden shoes so when I kicked the bucket with my new strength, I stubbed my toe. Don’t judge me; I was pre-med on my own dime, not an athletic scholarship. I was pretty happy about the idea of having lost almost a hundred pounds overnight. I tried really hard to focus on that instead of the…

Character sheet.

Sure enough, it came back up. I had no name? I picked up the undamaged yet rickety bucket and filled it. Dishes? I could do dishes, right? I scrubbed metal plates with sand and a cake of something that was going to leave my new hands cracked and bleeding. OH! That’s what was wrong with my hands. They were young? They were smooth and, well they were a bit calloused, but they were not the hands of a fifty-something-year-old woman! A little lavender and aloe and I could do dishes all day with these hands.

“Get yourself a bowl.” Grump-woman pointed at a smaller pot of something I wanted to pretend was oatmeal.

End game.

Nothing. Okay. It was worth a try. Yeah, I was almost forty years younger and had just lost a hundred pounds, but I had just been getting to the point that I could like my life! My old, flabby life was just fine. Now that my mind was settling down from the panic, an ache had settled in my heart. I had a daughter, a husband, friends, and family. My daughter and I were best friends. We were in pre-med together back at home. No, really. She was sixteen going on fifty. I was fifty going on five. She was the responsible one, the reasonable one, the best of us. My husband was the love of my life and if I really wasn’t going to see my best friend again? Yes. I wanted to go home.

My mouth ate the sticky stuff in the bowl while my mind scoured my new environment. I focused on the purple light, hoping my favorite color wouldn’t betray me. Petty? Superstitious? Yeah, but the world had flipped.

A quill pen appeared with a dramatic flourish and scratched the following words across my vision. I cast a furtive glance at the grumpy woman, but she seemed oblivious to the pen, the quest and me. I wanted to keep it that way. My only instructions so far were to try to blend in.

Nemesis Quest (Beau Bard)

Level: Epic

Requirements for Completion: You must epically and personally defeat your greatest enemy from your original world.

Description: Your entry into this world has been made possible because you were someone’s greatest foe from your original world. They have accepted the Nemesis Quest to bring one of their loved ones into this world. The bad news is that they are coming for you. The other bad news is that they are a higher level than you are. The good news is that they are X days travel from your current location in this world where X is the number of class levels they have over you. The only other advantage you have is that you know their name on this world and they do not know yours. Good luck, budding adventurer! May your story be epic!

Rewards: Upon completion of the requirements, you may choose one person from your original world to bring into this one.

For just a moment, my mind stumbled on the name of my nemesis. Beau Bard, really? Beau Bard was the pretentiously idiotic stage name of a person I’d put behind me a long time ago. I didn’t hate the guy. Okay, I did still hate the guy but only because he was a massive jerk with no redeemable qualities. Okay, he had a few redeeming qualities, like the fact that he could craft music, but that only made him a bigger cad. I’d written music with the guy in high school, and we’d been really good friends. Then we’d tried to be more than friends and that’s an old, boring story. It was a little hard to believe that he considered me the bad guy in our story, much less as his nemesis.

But that thought was only a second’s worth of my attention, because I skimmed, like a good college student, to the end to read the good stuff. My heart lurched selfishly. I wanted my family more than I wanted to breathe. They were the whole reason I even liked my life at all. I’d been living the dream. My husband was the love of my life, and our marriage was just getting to the point that you don’t have to work so hard at it anymore. He was in a boring tech job, and he’d jump at the idea of coming to another world for adventure. He’d done it enough in Beau’s crowd as they’d gone on LARPs at least once a year. That and he was lost without me, and he knew it.

There was also my brother from another mother, my best friend and oldest supporter. A big burly lug of a man with a heart so big that it could eclipse this whole world. What I wouldn’t do to have him at my side through this. He’d love it, besides, he’d just lost his dream job at a big casino, so what did he have to do with his life there anyway?

Even though I loved both men with all my heart, the first person I needed at my side was my daughter. Sixteen and bright and full of life and fun. She always knew how to cheer me up and was my very best friend ever. She had such a bright future, and she was only sixteen. I was glad that my guys were there for her right now, but my throat closed painfully on the lump of sticky not-oatmeal at the thought of living here without her. I blinked back tears and tried very hard to swallow the thought out of my mind.

Would I go out of my way to kill Beau? No, I barely thought about him anymore. Would I kill a person to bring my daughter into this world? Yes. And the congealed lump in my stomach could attest to my own self-loathing at the thought of it. My husband would do it in a heartbeat and my best friend, the paladin at heart, would turn him in for it.

But…. Technically, it didn’t say kill. It said defeat. Specifically, it said that I had to epically and personally defeat him. That could be a cookoff or a dance battle or even maybe a duel for all I knew. And, if Beau was coming for me, no one, not even my own conscience could blame me for defending myself. I knew I was justifying, and I’d deal with the psychological repercussions of that bit of psychosis later. I pictured my daughter’s face at my funeral and symbolically pinned it to my waffling spine.

Besides, they’d love it here. What wasn’t to love? Primitive health care, short life span, and lack of building codes of the Middle Ages. They’d jump at it, right? That’s it! I was the official worst parent ever and worst friend and worst wife. I was selfish and deplorable for even suggesting the idea of “defeating” an old boyfriend from high school so that I could ruin my family’s lives like Beau had ruined mine by bringing me here.

I scraped out the last bite of gunk from the wooden bowl and found myself staring at a soiled mound of rags in one corner of the kitchen. It was close enough to the hearth that it might be warm at night, but not close enough that it might infest the food with whatever was crawling around in those rags. Yeah, scullery maids slept in a pile of rags in the kitchen getting scraps like a dog. I suddenly had a quick new quest, not from the sky-writing quill, but from the bottom of my disgust at the thought of sleeping on the floor in that pile of rags. Maybe there was a dog, and I had a room upstairs waiting for me, but dogs didn’t normally have a small, cracked mirror over their bedroll. It might have been the classic start for wizards to have a little not-quite-a-room under the stairs, but I wasn’t a wizard.

Or was I?

Character Sheet.

Yep, it said mana. Mana meant magic. Magic meant…

Magic. This world had magic. That changed everything. I wasn’t a horrible person to bring my family to a place that had magic. My daughter would kill me if I didn’t bring her here. In summers we’d kick back with video games and dream of living where real magic worked. Video games. Magic meant healing instead of Middle Age quackery. Magic meant fireballs or mana darts or familiars or …. Not that I knew what kind of magic there was, but magic meant options. In fact, I could walk out that back door with a magic missile and basic healing and disappear into those woods until I was more than capable of kicking Beau’s butt from here to the town he’d started in.

            

    
        Ch 3 - Foodies Rule

    
    
    
    
                My eyes were darting from my palms where I imaged great magic to be born and the door where great adventure beckoned, when I noticed the grumpy woman moving to dump a board full of meat into the pot of water and I naturally jumped to stop her, my mind quick for the first time since I’d gotten here. Desperation will do that to you. I’m not saying my mind was quick now, not with a five in brains (whatever that meant), but there was just something about raw meat being dumped into a cold pot of water that made me cringe.

“What’s the meaning of this?” the grump snarled, rearing back to backhand me as I darted for her wrist. I noticed for the first time that her teeth, now bared at me threateningly, were slightly canine in length and shape. I had a few second thoughts, but I saw that lump of rags in the corner of the room and decided to take a chance. Scullery maids slept in rag heaps, but cooks had rooms. And there was no way this grumpy woman was a cook if she was about to dump raw meat into tepid water.

Perception +1

Will +1

Luck +1

“It’s just… there’s a better way to get flavor out of that meat,” I stammered feeling like an idiot, but brave with new conviction. Not really, but that’s my story and I’m sticking to it, you stupid scribbling piece of a buzzard corpse.

“You, the dullard, think you know better than me how to cook a stew?” the grumpy woman laughed, a mean tinge to the sound that set my very normal teeth on edge. Having not seen my reflection yet, I hadn’t been sure I had normal teeth, but a quick swipe of my tongue over the back of them made me reasonably sure they were my teeth, straight and not pointed.

“Unless you have some magic to bring a dish back from the brink of boredom, I absolutely can produce a better stew than you,” I asserted, ready for the backhand that she swung at me. I ducked and grabbed for the plank of meat chunks. “And I’m not an idiot!” I ground out almost inaudibly. I don’t know if she heard me.

Dexterity +1

Luck +1

Skill learned: Dodge – Do that again! That’s a skill! You want those!

I spotted some of what looked like cleanish animal fat and grabbed it and a thick metal plate she’d been using to bake up the bread among the banked coals. There was no saving that bread, but I could make the stew edible. I held up a commanding finger, then pulled it back at the thought of her trying to bite it if I swung it too close to her face.

Skill learned: Intimidation – it’s not always about looking scary.

Foodies rule. I seared the meat quickly on the hottest point of the flames while the grumpy woman sniffed disdainfully at it. There is a magic to the smell of any meat searing in a hot skillet. I darted out of her way and while she halfheartedly tried to stop me, I could tell she wasn’t as upset as her gruff exterior portrayed.

Perception +1

“You’ll overcook it and make it hard as rocks.” She reached to take the pan from me, but I used that new skill again and pushed her back slightly with a look every mom knows how to do.

Dodge +1

Intimidation +1 

“Give me a shot,” I wheedled, more attention on the meat than grumpy-woman.

“If I had a bow, I’d eagerly shoot you in the ass!” she stomped, my intimidation not working for long. I didn’t care. I stiffened my spine and took on an authority that I’d earned in my old life.

Will +1

“Do you have spices? Salt?” I demanded, hoping for salt and pepper at least. “Flour? Maybe just a touch of wine? Milk maybe?”

“I’m not wasting my spices on you,” she protested, but I found a chunk of crystals that shattered into what was sharp enough to be real salt (if with a weird aftertaste), and after sniffing a few of the odd-shaped stuff laying on the counters, I found something that smelled like garlic. A single clove was the size of my head, and when I hacked off a small chunk of it, I had to pull out ribs that reminded me of celery, but it sizzled into the pan of meat and fat in a wave of aroma that set grumpy woman back a bit. It would have to do.

Skill Learned: Cooking – you’re on a roll, now if you can only make one with a little jam on the side?

Cooking was something I could do. I was more than just a foodie. I was a kitchen wizard and that was saying a lot coming from a world without tangible magic. I could and had taken food boxes from the food bank and turned them into some delicious meals for days. You never knew what they’d pack into those boxes, but I’d taken them and made something good every time.

Grumpy woman backed out of my way when I grabbed what could almost be a butcher’s knife down off the wall and spun it like a baton on the palm of my hand before applying it to a dozen vegetables that I didn’t recognize.

Dexterity +1 

Memories of working in the homeless center kitchen came back like an old friend. I cut a bit off of each and every vegetable spread on the counters. There was a potato that turned out to be more like celery and a yam-shaped thing that smelled like okra that I set aside gently. It took slicing into an apple to find my version of onion, and carrots were more ginger shaped, but sweeter than expected. Still, it was enough that I could almost recreate the trinity of mirepoix.

Cooking +1

I noted the text that the quill produced, but otherwise put it out of my mind. If I didn’t want to sleep in a pile of rags in the corner, I had to focus on what I could do right then, not the fantasy gamble that might be outside the kitchen door. I could peruse my progress in the leisure of a private room at day’s end.

The key to cooking was to taste every yummy or vile lump in the kitchen. Taste it. Taste it all and blend the flavors you had. As long as I didn’t come upon a potato that slimed up like okra when it cooked up, I’d be fine. My mind spun around the room, locating a sack of what looked like flour, and a string of root vegetables that were hung like I’d hang garlic but turned out to be dried citrus. As soon as it hit the water, it plumped up into something lemony that gave me the bright I was looking for.

Cooking +1

A snag of grease and flour gave me a roux, some salt that had a persimmon aftertaste, and a little heat from that red mushroom, and I had a sauce that had grumpy-woman more eager than grumpy. I dumped all the water I’d brought from the well into a series of bowls and finished the stew base in the big pot, giving no-longer-grumpy-woman a taste here and there. The next time I asked for wine, she came back with a mug of ale instead. That worked as well as wine in a pinch. There weren’t beans or rice, but there was a nice starchy thing that was close enough to potatoes. Each of the potato-like things were four to five feet long and two inches in diameter, but two of them filled out the pot nicely. I used half the water and more of the ale, thickened it up with a flour paste and let it sit to stew up. Meat and starch. No man or even grumpy woman turned their nose up at that in a nice stew. That was some of my grandmother’s wisdom. I didn’t learn much more of it before she died but it was something. More of those bulbous carrots, apple-like onions, and garlic and it was ready to simmer for hours.

Cooking +3

Dexterity +2

Perception +2

Constitution +4

Luck +1

Charm +1

“What do you say?” I leaned against one of the work benches and gave the woman a raised eyebrow, meeting her eyes for the first time since I’d actually managed to intimidate her.

Charm +1

“You’re not quite as dumb as ya look,” she admitted, eyeing me consideringly. “I don’t know where ya came from, but I’ll give ya, ya can cook.”

“Am I hired or what?” I pressed my advantage.

“I’ll give ya the corner of the kitchen and two meals a day for the first week,” she offered with a miserly grunt.

“I’ll take a room, two meals a day and … a gold a week.” I stumbled over the money, not knowing what kind of economy to expect.

Skill learned: Bartering – Ask for the moon! It’s not likely at your level of luck but hey, even a small percentage is still a chance.

Charm +1

“Ha!” she scoffed with an angry wave of her hand. “The king hisself aint paying a gold a week for a cook, girl. Just when I think I misjudged you, you say something so pig-stupid that I go right back to thinking yer crazy as gnomes on spicy tobacco.”

“It was worth a try?” I hedged, giving her what I hoped was a charming half smile. “A percentage?”

“Don’t be making no weird numbers cursing at me.” She turned, and I could feel the advantage slipping.

“A room and two meals a day and one out of every ten coins they pay on the stuff I make,” I wheedled, trying and failing not to sound a bit desperate.

“Deal.” She turned back with a cunning smirk and stuck out her hand.

“Deal.” I shook her hand knowing that her bartering skill was higher than mine but content enough that an interaction had gone my way for once. I could feel a slight buzz when the bargain was struck.

Bartering +1

Charm +1

“Thank the gods.” The woman brushed her hands on her apron, pulled it over her head and dumped the wadded-up material on the counter next to a pile of vegetables. “Daisy got herself married last week to a bloke three towns over and my cooking is emptying out the main room faster than dwarves drink me out of stock during raid season.”

I gave that pile of rags in the corner a scoffing look and turned back to my kitchen to see what else I had to work with. I rubbed my hands together. This I could do. There was an answering buzz in the palms of my hands that I itched to play with. It was the magic. It had to be.

Perception +1

I might not have known how much money was worth, but I knew I’d need equipment to beat Beau and that would cost money. Now that room and board were assured, it was time to take stock. I took stock of my kitchen first.

My apron and hands had gotten clean while I’d been doing dishes, and now I took time to clean my kitchen. I found a sourdough starter that was almost dead, so I fed it with ale and flour and my cooking skill went up again. I tasted everything in the kitchen and then put the spices in order and tossed a few of the meat scraps in a pot with water for a stock for tomorrow. I used the flour and animal fat to make a crust, then threw a few sweet-tasting fruit looking things with something that acted like sugar but wasn’t. You couldn’t go wrong with a cherry-like pie, right? There were three pans with lids that looked like they could make pies, so I filled them all, and buried them in some banked coals that I hoped were even.

Cooking +2

When it came to the fire, I’d been thinking on it as I’d been working. I knew I had magic, but what kind of magic? The buzzing of the bargain, and the tingling in my fingers when I worked with the hearth fire to modulate the heat of my cooking areas was too tempting to resist. The kitchen was enough in order to play just a little. I had enough stock for a few days if I got a little more meat sometime before morning. If this buzzing was magic, then Beau definitely knew about it already and had quite a head start on me.

In chemistry, you learned that excited chemicals created friction which created heat. My hands were already tingling with excitement, so I moved them closer to some fading coals in the fire and imagined them heating up. It didn’t work. I tried to remind myself that emotional excitement wasn’t chemical excitation. I focused on my hands, and I could feel that they wanted to do something. It was like potential energy. I tried a push, then a pull, but the tingle just sat there, making me feel very silly.

Will +1

Trying to clear my mind, I rubbed my hands together and was startled by the over-obvious realization that the friction of my hands increased the tingling sensation. I rubbed some more and then pushed my palms toward the fire expectantly. Nothing. I checked the corner of my vision for blinking notification lights. Nothing.

Character Sheet

The only change was that my mana was higher. I had 13 out of a total 10 mana if I was reading it right. I was overcharged? I looked at my hands and back at the character sheet. I rubbed my hands together vigorously and watched my mana go up another point. Now I had a notification light. It was yellow. I pulled it up.

Warning: You have overcharged your mana for the first time. You will not be warned again…

There was more but I didn’t get a chance to read it as my hands decided to betray me by discharging that mana overage into my face. This time the sparkling across my vision wasn’t caused by some game mechanics or an aneurysm. I nearly caught my own hair on fire. I quickly turned them into the fire pit where the overage dispersed harmlessly, and by harmlessly, I mean they did nothing. Nothing at all. In waving my hands around in the air, I had somehow dismissed the notification and I had no idea how to bring back whatever other glimmer of information the notification might have contained.

“Okay,” I muttered to my empty kitchen. It was clear that magic overage only hurt me. “Friction increases mana. Mana can be overcharged. Overcharging mana discharges it erratically.”

I tested my hypothesis, like an idiot scientist in a magical world.

Luck +1

            

    
        Ch 4 - Karma's a Bitch

    
    
    
    
                Yep. By the evidence of the dancing sparkles running up my arms this time, my hypothesis was either right on the money or I was playing with the equivalent of the childish game of shuffling your feet on the plush carpet to shock your sister. Not that I had a sister. Step-sister, yes, and yes she was awful. Real sister, no. No, I had a sadistic husband, who’d had brothers, who taught the game to my daughter the hard way and had me refereeing several of the shock wars in the house. That is that my husband taught it to my daughter not his brothers, as they had never deigned to visit our family, probably because my husband was indeed a sadistic bastard.

All I could think about the whole time I was doing it was that I needed to get my family back. The sooner I got this quest done, the sooner I could bring my daughter here. After all, I’d left her with that sadistic bastard, whom I loved dearly, but without a referee… What were they thinking? Had I just disappeared? I couldn’t even remember anything happening last. My musing only earned me a splinter as I levered myself up out of the ashy fire pit using the counters of my kitchen.

Beauty -1

Tired of fighting magic and my kitchen tools, I headed outside into the yard. What did this world use for sandpaper? It was just gritty dirt glued onto paper. I knew where the gritty dirt was. If I glued it to a piece of wood or a rock, would that work? Glue. Sugar? Could I get the sugar hot enough? Did the sugar-like substance here even work like that? I’d just use sand and that cake of too harsh soap to clean the dishes. What would happen if I just dumped a bunch of sand on the kitchen “counters” and then ran a smooth rock over the top?

Intelligence +1

I was broke a lot in my old world. A lot. I knew how to do laundry in a gas station sink with the grit they used to use as soap. I knew how to sharpen a cheap pocketknife with a bit of smooth cement. I could figure out how to make my kitchen counters quit attacking me. Water would just make them swell and splinter some more but oil and some grit? Maybe. I put my mind to it and dug out a bucket of grease that didn’t look good enough to cook with. I slathered the center counter with the grease and then wrapped a rock with one of those rags from the corner. After a few stops and starts, I’d gotten a combination of the gritty sand, rock and grease that took the majority of the worst of the splinters out of my center counter.

Skill Learned: Woodworking – how to unmake splinters and influence furniture.

I left another coating of the grease to seep into the wood of the rest of the counters and looked around for the next thing to keep my mind off of how much I missed my family.

If Beau was one day’s travel away from me for every level he was ahead of me, then I needed to somehow attain at least one level every day. I didn’t think a level or five in cooking skill was going to help me defeat him. I’d gotten a lot of skill levels and stat bumps in various things but nothing so far on how to get a level in a class. At this point, my mana and health were still at the default minimum, so I was pretty sure I was no match for whatever Beau had made of himself here.

Stew simmering, pies bubbling, kitchen clean and another set of dishes done, and I was ready to explore more of my world. The kitchen had four doorways. The one toward the yard was familiar now. There was another curtained opening that Mabel had disappeared into, a stairway behind the hearth, and a closed door. When I opened the closed door, I found a marvelous store of food that I spent more time than necessary exploring.

Constitution +2

Sacks of flour, something that was more like sugar, a small, lidded bucket full of salt, and enough root vegetables to keep me in stew for a month. There was a huge barrel of brining meat that held promise. It was pickled with some sea water, and I wondered if the town was close to the ocean. It occurred to me that I was like a child again, focused on my immediate environment of home and hearth until I got developed or brave enough to look out my front door and see a neighborhood or a village beyond. I knew I wasn’t ready for a world map. I sorted stuff. I stalled. Then I braved the curtained doorway.

Will +1

The main room was a tavern. I’d known it was likely a tavern from the rough dishes and recently tapped ale the grumpy woman had brought me. The room was large enough for about five large tables bracketed by long benches that might seat a half dozen patrons at each table. There were smaller tables surrounded by some backless stools nearer to the huge fire pit in the middle of the room and a long bar that guarded the curtained entrance to my kitchen. There weren’t any windows, but I knew from the open kitchen doorway behind me that it was getting near to dusk. What did the nighttime bring in a place like this?

My new boss was cleaning mugs in a classic barkeep way. There were shelves behind the bar and under it. The bar shelves were stacked with plates, silverware, mugs, and bowls that were neat and clean. Cups of every shape and size were lined up there too. The back wall shelves that were bisected by my doorway held liquor. There were large kegs and small ones, shiny bottles and dusty ones, a few clay containers corked with crumbling stoppers. The largest containers could probably fill a trough, and the smallest barely a glass or two. Yep, it was a tavern. If the stairways at either end of the bar were to the same place my stairs led to, I could tell the upstairs covered my kitchen area and half the main room, making this place an inn as well as a tavern. The rest was open with a balcony that belonged on a western set.

My boss and I were the only ones in the place. I caught her attention and she grunted at me. Without a word, she slid me a mug, her brows rising when I just leaned back and took a long sip. I smiled over the mug at her and wiggled my eyebrows.

Charm +1

“Name’s Mabel.” She finally smiled back at me.

“Nice to meet you Mabel,” I responded, not sure what to say my name was. I’d never liked the name I’d grown up with. I’d given my favorite name to my daughter, and I was planning on her joining me so I couldn’t take that. I thought of old gaming names, my fan fiction author name, nicknames from school, and the snarky comment on my character sheet about the name my parents gave me. Then I thought of Beau. He’d kept his name for the most part, just replacing his last name with his preferred occupation.

“You can call me Karma,” I told her.

Name Chosen: Karma

“I heard Karma’s a bitch.” Mabel smacked her lips at me with a calculating look.

“Only when you deserve it,” I snarked back.

Charm +1

“A cook named Karma.” Mabel puckered her lips. “Sounds like trouble at the very least.”

“My profession is cook, not troublemaker,” I stated commandingly, hoping that it would choose my profession and fill in that blank too. Nope. There was no notification. I’d get these gaming rules down at some point. I wondered briefly where my guide was, but just shook my head to myself and gave my attention back to Mabel.

“You gotta be paid for it to be a profession,” Mabel chuckled at me. “And folks gotta order food to earn ya a copper or two.”

I nodded and took another sip of ale with a little grimace. I wasn’t a beer drinker at home, and I didn’t often go to bars. A nice glass of wine with dinner or champagne at New Year's was my thing. I could make a good mudslide when pressed. I’d taken to having a shot or five of Fireball after finals, but I didn’t drink a lot. I was more interested in knowing how to make the drinks than guzzling them.

A crack of light split the wall opposite the bar, and I tried and failed not to flinch. The image of a grizzled old guy walked in, hunched over like he was wearing some invisible backpack that weighed half his own weight. He plucked a wide-brimmed, brown hat off his head and smacked it against his thigh, ruffling the fresh straw that covered the floor, but not enough to move it away from his solid, scarred boots.

“Hey Beryle,” Mabel called out to him, busying herself pouring an ale. “You want some stew?”

“Did you cook it?” he curled a lip in her direction, scrunching up the wrinkles on his face like a pug dog.

“Nope.” Mabel didn’t seem to take offense. “Got a new cook.”

I picked up the ale Mabel had poured and took it out to Beryle, who’d sat himself at a table near the huge fireplace that took up the very center of the big room. He kicked an extra log toward the pile in the middle with a loud thump and a louder grunt. He had a rough carved pipe in one hand that he lit by taking a pair of tongs and a coal from the middle of the fire pit. It didn’t smell bad, and it wasn’t anything I recognized.

“Give it a try,” I suggested with as charming a smile as I could muster up.

“I can smell something,” he admitted, placing two coppers on the table. “I’ll try, though don’t waste the charm on me. This old man aint got no extra coin for ya.”

I picked up the coppers and handed them over to Mabel who tapped them twice on the bar where they disappeared. I hurried back to my kitchen and spooned up a bowl of stew. After giving my ale one more look and my stew a taste, I dumped the rest of the cup into the stew and then sprinkled on a bit more salt. Another stir and it was bar food. I nudged the charred wood around and slid another log on. Then I took the pies out and gave them a test. The crusts were golden and perfect. With a smile, I shoved a wedge of the flatbread I’d figured wasn’t savable so deep into the stew that I hoped no one would notice that it was tough as Beryle’s boots.

Cooking +1

Bowl and spoon in hand, I returned to set the thing in front of Beryle. Two coppers. That had probably been one copper for the stew and another for the ale. That meant my earnings were going to be awfully meager.

“I’ve got a pie or two cooking up something sweet if you’ve got an extra copper for dessert,” I suggested, hoping no one was expecting dessert to be included with the meal.

Beryle took a long taste of the stew, and then took a longer look into his sparse purse.

“I’ll give you some time to think about it.” I backed away, not wanting to pressure.

No one gave me any grief over charging for dessert, so I was getting an idea of what a copper was worth. Now if I only knew how many coppers there were in a gold. I fetched my empty cup from the kitchen and returned to lean against my doorway to watch for a tiny bit. It wasn’t rowdy yet. I pretended to drink ale out of my empty mug.

Charm +1

I hadn’t been big on making a ton of money in my world. I’d been all about helping people and making the world a better place in whatever little way I could. It wasn’t until my homeschooled daughter wanted to go to school that I even thought about it. They wouldn’t let her into high school because she was too young, so I signed her up for college… at twelve. It only took a standardized test score and a transcript of her homeschooling experience that I whipped up in Excel in an afternoon. Now there was a smart kid, but she was still a kid, and I’ll admit, I was a little jealous since I’d never completed college… so I signed up with her. Yeah, crazy, but hey I’m full of crazy schemes that barely skate the edges of the rules.

When it was time to take a science class, I signed us up for the harder one on a lark. When we got really good grades, I wondered, hey, can we go to medical school? My kid’s a sweetheart and smart as a whip but she’s got confidence problems. Katherine, we call her Kat, told me in no uncertain terms that she could not become a doctor and she didn’t want to. Well, she told me the same thing about getting into college and the same thing about that hard science class and the same thing about just about every crazy scheme I came up with. Thing is, I didn’t take that standardized test that scored her in the top 15% country-wide of high school kids. I didn’t get her that A in science class and I certainly couldn’t have gotten her through all the coursework and then accepted into medical school. She thinks I did, but I didn’t. I’m not the only one who made the Dean’s List every year we went together.

That’s one of the reasons I wanted her here. She’d stomp around convinced that she couldn’t do anything here, but then she’d take up magic and…

The door to the tavern opened again for a dusty group of a half dozen travelers. It was like I’d walked into a DnD campaign. Leather clothing, sturdy boots, swords or other weapons strapped to their backs; they were adventurers. I scanned their faces quickly, my heart in my throat, looking for Beau. Would I even recognize him? I ducked back into the kitchen to spoon up a small plate of pie for Mabel and returned just as she was lugging a tray full of ales to their table near the door. I left the pie at her station. If she knew what we were serving, maybe I wouldn’t have to serve it.

“Sorry I’m late,” was hollered out over the traveler’s conversation by a woman with the build of a barmaid, the hair of an 80’s country singer, and the squeaky voice of Betty Boop. “I got that.” She grabbed the tray from Mabel and grinned at the easily charmed men who nearly drooled at her attentions. I retreated to my kitchen, but not before Mabel slipped me a key and gave me a nod toward the balcony.

I was tired, but I figured that I should set a few things up for morning. I mixed up a slurry of yeast from the sourdough starter, flour and some fruit that smelled a bit too close to spoiled for my liking out of the pantry. I fed the sourdough starter and banked the fire so that the stew would keep warm without spoiling too soon. I had to trust that Mabel would take care of it the rest of the night. After a final look around, I settled in to eat a piece of a pie. It was good enough for my second meal of the day.

“You the new cook?” the blond barmaid I’d seen before asked me as she swung into the kitchen.

“That’s me,” I sighed, taking another bite of what could almost taste like plum-berry pie. “I’m Karma.”

“I’m Marlo,” she said, scooping out a serving of stew into a bowl.

“Nice to meet you, Marlo,” I replied, getting up to break off a piece of the cracker-like bread and stuff it into her bowl. “You should try the stew and pie. That way you’ll know what you’re serving the customers.”

“Really?” She perked up. Not waiting for me to change my mind, she pulled a large wooden spoon out of her apron and scooped up some stew straight from the pot. She blew on it a bit as she eyed me in the darkening kitchen. She took a tentative sip, then a bit of potato-like stuff, and then groaned around a chunk of meat. “This is gooood.”

I pushed the half of my pie I hadn’t yet finished at her and she eagerly licked her spoon clean of the stew and tried the pie. I knew what it meant for a waitress to like what she was serving. She’d sell it better if she knew it was good. I’d never been a waitress but I tipped well, and they just naturally talked to me. I just raised my fork to her like a mug in a toast and she giggled in a way that made me feel totally out of my element. I wasn’t a social person by nature. Oh, I could make conversation with almost anyone, but it was more work than cooking. Marlo was obviously more social and good for her on that, but I was ready to withdraw for the night. I nodded mutely while she jabbered on.

“There’s a bard due in this weekend.” She talked with her mouth half-full so I avoided looking at her. “A lot of folks’ll come in for that. If they taste stuff like this, we’ll be full next week. You staying that long?”

I focused on the first part of what she was saying as my stomach dropped. “A bard?”

“Yeah, they come through for the adventurers who fill this place come the week’s end,” she explained, eyeing the rest of my pie. I just pushed it toward her.

“You know the name of the bard?” I asked as casually as my panicked mind could do it.

“I think it’s Jerry, or Taggert?” she waved her spoon around when she talked.

“Not Beau, right?” I asked, twisting my hands painfully.

“Never heard of him,” she told me, scraping the pie plate with her spoon. I didn’t hear anything else she said, though she was still talking while I figured out how to breathe again.

            

    
        Ch 5 - Fairy Godmonster

    
    
    
    
                I trudged up the back stairs. It was as dark as my mind. Weariness had crept into my shoulders, my spine, my spirit. This body might have been newer, but my mind was still worn from a lifetime of struggle in my original world. Great! I wasn’t homeless, or starving, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of loss that soaked into me.

At home, I had trouble sleeping most nights. I’d set up a routine that helped, a routine that I couldn’t possibly follow here. If I was home, I would have gone to the bathroom, kissed and hugged my family good night, and snuggled with my cat and a book for a few solid hours before finally being exhausted enough to fall asleep. Routines were good for me.

It took a few tries to find the door my key fit into. I probably should have brought up a candle or something, but that’s one of those things you don’t think of when dumped into a new world that didn’t have electricity.

My room was a tiny windowless box. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw movement, but it was just a square mirror reflecting the shadow of me in my own doorway. From the trickle of light that creeped around the corners from the balcony down the hall, I could barely make out a small bed, a side table, and a little stool. I propped the door open with the stool so I could see while I kicked the bedding suspiciously. Nothing came scurrying out that was big enough for me to see, so I sat on the straw-filled bed, pulled the stool into the room, and kicked the door closed.

I don’t know why I held onto that stool like a lifeline in the pitch black of the room. You’d think I’d grab the blanket or something softer, but I didn’t. I didn’t even have the courage to try to see my own reflection in that dark mirror on the wall. I hugged a stool to my chest and cried all over it, like it was my best friend’s shoulder. They were big, ugly tears born of a mix of terror, self-pity, loss, and loneliness. I wanted my family. I wanted electricity and my cat, Terra, and toilet paper!

The outhouses were out behind the stable. There had been two of them. We shall not discuss the horror of a medieval outhouse. It made me never want to shake hands with another living thing in this world. I blamed my traumatized bawling on those outhouses, and Beau the bastard, and the lice I imagined to be crawling all over me. Trusting that the tavern was loud enough to cover up my ranting and raving (and it was), I was loud with wailing sobs that sputtered out curses on everything that had ever been wrong with anything. After all, who was going to come check on me? No one here cared!

“Oh, for cripes sake,” came a gruff voice that had me throwing my best friend in this world, the stool, at the shadow in my room.

The only thought in my head was that I should have locked my door. I might have squealed like a little girl, but the full scream I wanted to express got caught in my throat on a hacking cough that ended in a very strange and embarrassing hiccup/burp.

Your Fairy Godmother has arrived to guide you in your story.

The label “Fairy Godmother” was actually hovering over this person’s head as they waved a little wand that brightened up the place.

I gaped like a guppy drowning on the floor of a broken fish tank, which was another thing I missed from home. My fish tank full of happily swimming… Yep, my mind was slow again. It was only the five hundredth time that day I wondered if I was absolutely insane. What did it say about me that even my Fairy Godmother was a weirdo. Not that I normally had anything against weirdos. I was one. My family was proudly full of them.

He was at least six feet tall, with football player shoulders, a beer belly, and a two-day scruff on his chin. His hair looked like he’d driven here in a convertible. He wore pink tights, a leather jacket, and a rainbow tutu. There was a tiny frog-prince crown on that unruly black hair, and honest to goodness dragonfly-like wings that weren’t big enough to carry my stool across the room.

“Sorry it took me so long,” he said, reaching behind him to pull his purple leotard out of his butt crack. “You got a race and a name,” he went on, checking off something on the officious-looking clipboard in his hands with a quill that looked suspiciously like the one that scrawled stuff across my vision. “That’s good. Some skills and stats are racking up, so you haven’t wasted too much time. That’s good too. I’m not seeing anything too far from a good start, so if you don’t need anything, I’ll be on my way…”

“Wait!” I screeched, torn between the idea of grabbing at his arm and cowering back into the corner of my bed to avoid him.

“What?” he said, blowing out a breath of impatience. He flapped his clipboard twice before it got tucked under his arm.

My mind scrambled for a question to keep him here and barely came up with, “Where am I?”

“You are in the world of Temble, on the continent of Park Four, at a grimy little tavern on the Royal Road 66, between Siff and Paragrol,” he answered politely with names I wouldn’t remember. I didn’t really care much for the names of where I was. I figured I could ignore them totally since this person was going to teleport me home if I had to…. Well, whatever I had to do!

“I want to go home!” I clutched at his leather-clad sleeve; eyes wide, desperate.

“That I can’t do.” He nodded and patted my hand.

“I want my family!” I sputtered on, on my knees on that little bed, grasping at his sleeve. “I want electricity, and health care, and my kitchen stove! I want a bath and a book and scented candles! I want my bed and my nightlight and my fish tank and …”

“Yeah, and a pony and the latest doll.” He pulled back, rolling his eyes. “What do I look like? Santa Claus?”

“And my cat!” I ignored his sarcasm. I ignored his answer. I ignored his everything because it wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“And a big chocolate cake with lots of frosting and a million gold coins?” he shot back, his eyebrows in his hairline and his voice pitched high.

“No!” I pushed away from him and back onto my heels, sulking. “I just want my family.”

In that moment I think I saw him as a piece of the environment that had stuck me in this place. I was still caught up in my self-pity session. There wasn’t much in the way of rational thinking going on anywhere in my head. For a change, my mind could only think one thing; home.

“I want my home!” I cut off whatever he was going to say just as he was opening his mouth. “My home. The home I’ve spent fifteen years filling with joy and love and stuff that makes all of us happy. The home I spent tears and sweat to build into something that was the only place in any universe that I could be happy! That home!”

“Yeah, that’s not happening, kid,” he tried to say but I rushed on.

“The home I was ripped out of because of some petty, awful moron who’s probably stuck here because of some other sick joker who hated him. I don’t normally hold a grudge, but Beau probably deserved it after all the other-people’s-wives he’s slept with. I could totally see how Beau had been dozens of people’s nemeses! But I do not deserve this at all!”

“Yeah, that’s not my department.” The Fairy Godmother had the grace to look more pitying than officious.

I picked up my best friend, the stool, and wrapped my arms around it to put something between me and my psychosis-induced hallucination. Fairy Godmother had to be my subconscious code for I’d gone totally wacko-ville with a cherry on top. “You hear that, stool buddy? My Fairy Godmonster says I can’t go home. He says I’m stuck here with you. He can’t even give me my cat!”

“Actually,” he interrupted (the Fairy Godmother, not the stool), “I identify with the pronouns they/them, not he.”

I stared at him, them. I set my stool gently beside me on the bed and scrubbed my face with my hands, leaving them cupping my cheeks as I stared at… They, the Fairy Godmother, must have seen something cracked in my wild eyes. At least they would have seen it if they hadn’t been staring at their dusty, lace-up, combat boots.

“Is this a Klinger thing or are you serious?” I babbled, not caring if they knew who Klinger was.

“I’m also not comfortable with the term ‘fairy,’ or ‘mother’ for that matter,” he-they went on, ignoring my crazed shock by looking at the ceiling or hi- their feet. “Don’t even get me started on the term ‘God.’”

I buried my face in my hands and just cried. I’d lost it. It was only a few minutes before I felt them sit next to me on the bed and put a comforting arm over my shoulders. I buried my face in their shoulder and was granted an honest-to-goodness, two-snorts-of-my-running-nose-and-it-was-shredded tissue. They handed me five more of them before I was done. With one final sniffle, I raised my head and grabbed the box of tissues out of their hand and held it to my chest like it was made of gold.

“Okay,” they said, arm still over my shoulder. “That’s fair. You can keep that.”

I grunted agreement, putting the little box of tissue on my bedside table as far from them as I could put it. I then set my stool near the table to guard my prize.

“Let’s try to get you back together, huh?” they asked more gently and reached for their clipboard, flipping a few pages.

I nodded mutely, like some pathetic five-year-old.

“You can get your family back,” they told me slowly, as if I was dense. Who knows, maybe I was at that moment. “You’ve read the quest and know that you can bring them here.”

I rolled my eyes at them.

“You’ve got a name,” they went on encouragingly. “Karma, how… nice. And look, you’ve got some good skills and stats.”

I cocked my head to the side and glared.

“Don’t worry,” they said, wings fluttering in what I realized was nerves. “Those stats are going to go up and down pretty fast over the next few days while the system figures out where they should be. Ten is about average and you’re not quite there yet, but it’s only your first day.”

I pulled up the character sheet.

Name: Karma

Class: Undetermined (don’t sweat it kid, that’s what I’m here for)

Level: 0 (but there’s only up from here, right?)

Health: 10/10 (default minimum)

Mana: 10/10 (default minimum)

Brains: 10

Brawn: 12

Beauty: 15

BS: 19

Skills: Cooking (8), Bartering (2), Dodge (2), Intimidation (2), Woodworking (1)

“Brains, brawn and beauty are all over ten,” I sniffed out. “And BS is almost up to twenty. Whatever that means.”

“Well, that’s just a simplified version that we’re trying to help out the noobs,” they hedged. “Most folks are a little overwhelmed by too many numbers and stats and stuff.”

“Do I look like numbers scare me?” I snorted in a very unladylike gesture that would have made my mother frown, her very worst insult.

“Um, well.” They looked studiously at their paperwork. “Maybe just a little overwhelmed?”

“I’m overwhelmed by a world of crazy,” my voice rising at the end of each point. “And a very evident lack of my family! And everything I’ve worked all my life to achieve, not that it was much, but it something! And my family is everything!!”

“Okay, okay.” They tried to placate me with air-patting hands and flitty wings.

“Am I overwhelmed by this everything?” I waved my hands around in the air to gesture at the world in general, punctuating my ands with pokes at their harder-than-my-stool shoulder. “Yes. Overwhelmed and pissed and possibly just this side of totally insane! What I would like? What would make me less insane? What would start to make something in this stupid, overblown mess of a situation even get close to less insane is straight answers!

“No. Numbers are not going to upset me. And simplifying with confusing crossovers? Like Brains? My notifications mention Intelligence and Perception while my character sheet has a whole category of B…S…! Nothing matches, nothing means anything at all. And it’s all had pithy comments that are incredibly insulting to my intelligence, which is NOT ZERO!”

“Of course not!” they rushed into the breath I took in my tirade. “Your intelligence is up at five right now!” My eyes bulged at them angrily and they rushed back in. “And it’ll be up to almost twenty so fast you’ll barely be able to blink, but, as I said, the system takes a while – “

Intelligence +2 (see how fast that went up)

Intelligence -2 (insanity is not intelligence)

“System.” I grabbed onto the word and cut off their patronizing. “A system has rules and programming and RULES! I need rules, not platitudes!”

“Rules?!” they blinked at me, eyebrows still dancing in their hairline. With a wave of their wand the room was filled with stacks of paper that sucked all the oxygen from the air, and a second later it was all gone. It was like a dozen lawyers had walked into the room, given us all a good stare, and then walked back out again. Terrifying. “There are enough rules to smother a dragon! I can’t give you all those rules or you’ll lose what’s left of your mind!”

I rolled my head on my shoulders and my neck popped.

“Brains is a combination of Intelligence and Will,” they lectured, turning the topic deftly. “Brawn is Strength and –“

I put my stiff fingers two inches in front of their mouth with all the mom-intimidation I’d earned in sixteen years of motherhood. “Just un-idiot-proof my character sheet.”

Name: Karma

Class: Undetermined 

Level: 0 

Health: 10/10 (default minimum)

Mana: 10/10 (default minimum)

Intelligence: 5

Will: 5

Strength: 5

Constitution: 7

Charm: 7

Beauty: 8

Perception: 9

Dexterity: 6

Luck: 4

Skills: Cooking (8), Bartering (2), Dodge (2), Intimidation (2), Woodworking (1)

That looked a little more like what I’d seen dancing across my vision all day.

Intimidation +1 

Intimidation -1 (one must not intimidate Fairy Godmothers)
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                “Why am I at a default minimum?” I asked, ignoring the fact that my Fairy Godmother seemed to be having an argument with their pen.

Intelligence +1

“Health is your Strength plus your Constitution times your level,” my Fairy Godmother answered. “Mana is Intelligence plus Will times your level. And since your level is still zero, that kind of negates whatever other stats you have.”

“That’s stupid,” I muttered only to myself, but ignored it. Stupid was a normal pet peeve of mine. Seeing my intelligence at a measly five had me fuming and it was hard enough to fight that insult down. I could have wailed on for hours but who knew how long this guide would stay. It had been stupid of me to waste the time they’d given me so far. I needed information. I grabbed onto that sliver of sanity and pushed away the tears that still leaked out of my eyes.

“You said I could have a class,” I rushed on, so they didn’t roll their eyes again.

Will +1

“Yes!” Both the quill and Fairy Godmother perked up. “What do you want?”

“What do you have?” I countered.

“It’s not a menu,” they said, spreading their hands out. “You’ll have to think of something on your own.”

“Fine.” I shook my head. “Do you have a cook class?”

“That’s a profession,” they said.

“Omnipotent God,” I suggested.

“Be serious.” The quill actually quivered at me. The quill didn’t talk. When I say they, I mean that the Fairy Godmother said stuff, not that the quill and the Fairy Godmother said things together. They were maybe like a comic set of magicians I couldn’t afford to go see. Just imagine the quill as the little one that didn’t say anything.

“Bulwark Operator?” I proposed.

“No,” they said, eyebrows coming together. “How would one operate a wall?”

“College Professor?”

“No,” they answered. “There aren’t colleges here.”

“Thank God for that,” I muttered. “Poppyseed farmer?”

“What? No! That would be a profession anyway and a subset of farmer.”

“So, there is a list? A menu?” I challenged. I often found that when people said there wasn’t a menu of options that they really didn’t mean that. No one wanted you to be able to pick and choose anything out of the air. Especially not me. I was never going to guess any standard answers. My mind didn’t think that way. Standard answers were traps for the unimaginative. I didn’t do well on multiple choice tests.

“Yes, but no, No!” they sputtered. “I can’t help you choose what you want to be in this world. It’s against the rules.”

“Rules I can’t sit down and leisurely read for a few days because someone is coming to kill me,” I quipped, still a little creeped out at the thought of a dozen quill lawyers editing me. “But they’re rules I have to follow as assuredly as there is a list of classes for me to choose from. I’m just supposed to sit here and guess what’s on that list?”

“Uh, no.” They shook their head a bit. I have that effect on people. “Yes? Maybe? But not like…”

I ignored the spluttering. “Obviously, Bard is on that list as a class, as my idiotic ex-boyfriend was always going to pick that right off.”

“Yes.” They nodded quickly. “You could be a Bard. Is that what you want?”

“Not on your life,” I asserted. “Can I have more than one class?”

“You can’t figure out a single class and you already want more of them?” Their wings fluttered. Could a quill roll its feathers?

“I want to know the rules!” I pointed out emphatically. “If I’m going to be stuck with this one class for the rest of my life here, I don’t want to get stuck with something that’s going to make me miserable! Or worse, make me lose to that gigolo Beau.”

Intelligence +1

Will +1

“Not a Bard?” They weren’t keeping up, but I could see that they were trying to be helpful. “A Bard is very versatile.”

“A Bard,” I mused sweetly, “like the travelling gigolos who swing their…” and I swung my arms like swaying elephant trunks, “charisma around like it has more brains than they do? Who stroll around mutating real stories into something the masses want to hear, slap an earwig tune onto it and pass it off as entertainment? That kind of Bard?”

“You could be any kind of Bard you want,” they hemmed.

“Really?” I asked, sarcastically. “Could I? And how do they get experience and level?”

“Performing and it’s boosted by fame,” they hawed.

“What are their dominant stats?”

“Charm and Luck, basically, though Dexterity, Beauty and Perception help,” they hemmed.

“And what would be their fighting style? How could I be ‘defeated’ as a Bard?”

“I couldn’t say,” they hawed, getting suspicious, though at the time I didn’t understand why.

“You see, Beau’s a good musician and an even better seducer, not that he was ever really that good once he got a woman in bed, but I digress,” I found myself ranting, getting up off the bed to treat the meager space between it and the door as my stage. “I can see it now. He’d challenge me to dueling banjos with the winner crowned by the biggest applause. Then all my dreams of my daughter coming here would be -poof- gone and dead. Would I get another chance? Ever?”

“Um, no,” my Fairy Godmonster admitted, confusion warring with suppressed knowledge of the rules on his face. Even the quill had stilled in what I interpreted to be an ominous way.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so,” I said, plopping back onto the bed next to them. “Oh, I’m a good story-teller. I can spin a yarn. I can write a darn good poem. But, sadly, poetry is the art of fools, and the fodder of pigs in any culture. At least they are until some charismatic twit croons them out of their pie holes to crowds of squealing fans that are more interested in hip gyrations than the lyrics they will mutate at their next karaoke night. People don’t want what I can do, and I don’t lie well enough to spin the greatest yarns that Beau would have no compunction having tripping off his… tongue just for the joy of having all eyes on him.”

Skill Learned: Pontification

Charm +1

“So, what else ya got?” I wheedled at a stunned… “What do you want to be called anyway?”

“Sammi,” they said, on automatic. It was going to have to be Sammi and “quill” because the quill remained silent.

“So, Sammi.” I looked them squarely in the eyes. “What else ya got on that list I can’t see?”

“I dunno,” they responded, with a rather helpless shrug.

“Sammi.” I placed a hand on their shoulder, trying to be comforting. “Somehow, I have to not only bring my entire family here, at the painfully slow pace of one at a time, by defeating not only Beau the Butthead but also the next poor schmuck that gets pulled through as MY nemesis.” My eyes widened at the implications my mind suddenly forced me to consider. “Wait! Do I choose my nemesis? Did Beau choose me?”

Intimidation +1

“No,” they stated, tone flat, as they tried to dissect what I was saying, the direction my mind was going, and trying to remember what they could and could not tell me according to rules they knew, and I couldn’t know yet. Ah, ha! My evil plan was working. Not.

“Come on, Sammi,” I urged, snapping my fingers in front of their face. I needed my guide sharp and paying attention. They were my only source of the pure data my mind needed to find sanity, logic, and the almighty loophole. “Keep up. I’ve had this stuff swirling around in my brain this fast all day long and you made fun of me for being collapsed in a heap of pathetic sobs when you found me. Now that I can have one or two answers, you’ve got to keep up.”

Intelligence +5 (now shut up and give me a minute)

“Want a tissue?” I pointed toward my precious supply hidden behind my friend the stool. I thought about that and gave Sammi a minute.

Sanity -1 (now shut up or I’ll figure out how to make that a real stat penalty)

In my mind, I sat myself on that bench my mother used to put me on when I put that look on her face. I swung my feet back and forth like it was a swing that could lift me high into the air and back again. It took a few minutes, but I’ll give them credit, Sammi didn’t just disappear like I figured they could have. I knew I could be annoying once my mind started pouring copiously out of my mouth.

I distracted myself with a conversation with the stool. Yeah, I needed my family, but barring that, I would settle for my cat…. And a cat box…full of litter, and cat food, but not a cat box full of litter and food, so I’d need a food dish but that could just be a bowl from downstairs… I read an old children’s book to my stool buddy about a mouse and a small round dessert. At which point, my mind transitioned into how to use the ingredients downstairs in a cookie recipe. I hadn’t seen eggs yet.

“Okay, look,” Sammi finally piped up. “You have to choose a class and I can’t help you do that.”

I opened my mouth to speak but Sammi glared at me, and I snapped it shut. You need to use your imagination about the quill. I just don’t have the base talent to describe how it flitted in concert with Sammi’s words. How does one describe how a quill could quiver with a scold, or swoosh so eloquently with a wave of approval?

Charm +1

Okay, I could get the hang of this.

Charm -1 (one should not be rewarded for insincere flattery)

Right.

“One,” Sammi insisted, ticking it off on their hand, “you have to pick a class.”

I nodded mutely, pretending studiousness as if I was in a lecture hall with just as much enthusiasm. Sammi was one of those general education professors who repeated themselves for the slow students in the back. Only my daughter wasn’t there to stop my eyeballs from rolling up into the back of my head from sheer boredom.

“Two, you have to complete the Nemesis Quest without my help in order to bring your family, any of them, here.”

I blinked back tears that threatened to reemerge and blur out my momentary detour into humor. That was probably not a bottomless supply of marvelously soft tissues in that box, and I suspected there were many tearful nights in my future.

“I’m only here to get you out of a stuck spot and onto the path of one and two.”

It’s not like I could have stopped my mind from scampering back into a childish shell. It was just what happened to me anytime I got really stressed. I was pretty good at hiding it under normal stress conditions, but this had long since passed that point.

“I think I qualify as stuck,” I admitted slowly and carefully, though my tone of voice was a higher pitch than I would have liked.

“Agreed.” Sammi nodded. “Pick. A. Class.”

“Not Bard,” I asserted firmly.

“Okay, that’s a start, but it’s not a class,” Sammi said with careful encouragement.

It felt like trying to write a resume for something when you don’t know the job title or description. I was picking my own switch (and I don’t mean the video game console – I mean that mean little piece of stick they used to hit kids – like me – who annoyed adults with very little imagination). I was certain that no matter what I picked, I’d be struck with it and trapped in some box they could then assert was of my own making.

“Jack of All Trades?” I suggested.

“Subset of Bard,” Sammi answered.

“Librarian’s Fourth Assistant, Twice Removed,” I spat out with frustration.

“The Nemesis Quest confrontation requires that you epically and personally defeat your opponent or lose the ability to ever see your loved ones from home again,” their voice was gentle, but the words were a slap of truth that I just didn’t want to face. “You could learn swordsmanship but, as a Bard, he could charm others to defend him. There is a balance between the classes that makes the final confrontation as fair as possible. As long as you are the same level, the odds should be relatively even no matter what class you choose.”

I was hearing a lot of “should” and “relatively.” The terms made me very squeamish. My mind didn’t work the way normal people’s minds worked. It took me twice as much effort to even look normal than it did for a normal-er-ish person. I needed every advantage I could get just to keep the playing field from being stacked against me. If the system didn’t let me in enough to pick through the rules for some loophole or something, I was totally doomed into making some mistake that a normal-er-ish person would never consider.

“There’s a menu,” I muttered, defeated and out of humor. “And it’s in a language I can’t read. You wouldn’t happen to have a disability resource center for the handicapped here, would you?”

“What? No.”

“Not that they’d be any help,” I mumbled to my stool, trying to get a touch of humor back through sarcasm. My husband would have understood and that didn’t help right then. “They’d probably just make me go to twice as many meetings and then slap me with a Code of Conduct violation when they couldn’t comply with the law, and I dared to ask for something not on the menu.”

“What?” Sammi asked.

“Nothing,” I sang, sending a knowing look at my stool and then promptly changing the subject. I didn’t think my husband would be jealous of a stool, but I gave a stern nod to it to set the correct tone for our relationship. “What kind of rogue classes do you have?”

“Nevermind,” I cut Sammi off. The stool had wisely reminded me of classic medieval punishments for thievery and I liked my hands, especially now that they were mostly smooth and young and rather pretty. I was fully aware that the stool was an inanimate object, but I was also determined to believe, however thinly, that it was a very sympathetic familiar. Familiar? “Magic User?”

“Could you be more specific?” Sammi prodded.

“One with a familiar?” I asked hopefully. Beau could call me a gamer-girlfriend all he wanted. I’d sat and played, and drunk a lot of champagne, and rolled dice, and drunk shots. It was good fun until he wanted to pass me around to the virgins in the group. Then I stopped drinking and it wasn’t nearly as fun.

“That narrows it down a little,” they flipped a few pages on their sheets. “What about Druid?”

I flinched visibly and their hopeful look turned into a full-blown head-thrown back eye roll. Still, I couldn’t help myself. “A Druid? Like, sleep in the woods and commune with the trees? Talk to the animals and play Dr. Doolitttle? Maybe I could send a forest’s worth of the tiny animals that I’d rather throw in a stew pot at Beau and his merry band of fiddle players and doe-eyed groupies? Would his doe-eyed groupies count as deer I could mesmerize onto my side?”

“You are a very negative person, you know that?”

“Yes, I do, though most people consider me an optimist until at least a few months of knowing me.” I hung my head dramatically. “Comedian?”

“Subset of Bard,” Sammi shrugged. “Bard still seems to be your fallback. Not all Bards are men. Some are women without swinging ‘charisma,’ you know.” He mimicked my elephant arms from before. “You could be one of those.”

“Women have swinging charisma too,” I gave him a look over my pretend-glasses. “They just wear theirs higher.” And I pushed up my boobs, which are still none of your business, and swung them at Sammi in a very non-sexual way. “And I’m not that good at sex. And my husband would kill me for sleeping with enough people to out-entourage Beau. I’m telling you that I can’t beat him at his game.”

My husband wouldn’t kill me. He would kill them. All of them. In their sleep. Slowly. Somehow. Then where would I be? Without an entourage, what was a musician? You could crack open your instrument case and play for the subway, but it wasn’t a living. I shook myself. I was one bottle of whiskey away from village idiot. I had to focus.

“If I choose something broad like Mage, could I maybe branch out and be a Jack of All Trades kind of mage that could do a little healing and a little familiar-making and a little fireballing his ass?”

“You are pretty stuck on this familiar thing,” Sammi commented.

“I miss my cat,” I admitted, crumpling again into blathering. “She was this sweet little ball of grey and white striped fur, and the first pet I ever had that liked me enough to cuddle with me every night.”

Sammi sifted through pages, scanning things.

“This place is very lonely, and I can’t imagine being able to fall asleep in how quiet it all is here,” I went on, almost to myself. “She’s got the softest little meow, but she’s afraid of just about everything. I suppose she wouldn’t make a good familiar, but I love her. I know I can’t have my family yet, but Terra is small…and soft… and just wonderful in every way.”

“Healing… and a familiar,” they muttered. “And fireball?”

You have accepted the class of Mage-ish.

“Wait!?!?!” I jumped from the bed and paced. “Is that final? I didn’t say I specifically wanted to be a Mage. What are the limitations? What have you done!? You said you couldn’t choose for me!”

“Just kidding,” Sammi snarked at me. “But at least it got you to stop talking about that cat.”

I sank back onto the bed with a sigh. “You joke, but I suffered through twenty-four years of three different cats and two dogs that all hated my guts before Terra came along. All I wanted was a pet that would cuddle with me at night while I read a book. Only Terra did it… finally. I still took care of all the rest, but Terra was the first non-black cat I got and the only one I ever felt truly got me.”

Sammi rolled their eyes, but I wasn’t done.

“This whole place is more than overwhelming,” I insisted. “I’m autistic – on the scale or whatever they’re calling it this year! I cover it well and look all normal and everything (most of the time), but my mind just doesn’t work the way people want it to. That cat, just a little tabby, stole my heart. She’s a piece of normal. A huge piece of normal. I need just one stupid little piece of normal or I’m going to start acting like the village idiot on …”

“Start?” Sammi huffed.

I pushed against their massive shoulder like it was going to budge anything. “You don’t understand.”

“I’ll give you the cat if you choose a class,” Sammi threw out to me. “Just like Mage-ish. Nice and broad and general and you can…”

My mind jumped for joy, dodged, backflipped, and then crumpled in a heap.

“You’re cruel,” I sobbed out, in a reversal that had even the quill spinning.

“What?” they pulled back. Yes, it is a little like whiplash to talk to me when I’m stressed.

“She’d be dead in a second in this world.” I realized I was hysterical, but I couldn’t stop my mind. It was my mind. This is what it did. I’m all over that spectrum and back again, seesawing like it’s Sunday at the park. Every day. Every way. “She’d be tossed in the stew pot. Eaten by the not-pigs out back, stomped on by a drunk, or … or…or… she’d have what? Two health points? I wasn’t thinking. I take it back. Don’t kill my little Terra. Pleeeease.”

“Wait!” Sammi took my shoulders and shook just a little, then a little more… or well, what was a little to a person like them? It was that. “It’ll be fine. She might start off a little low, but you can make her your familiar. She’ll follow you around and people here know what a familiar is like. They wouldn’t … well, Beau might… but look, you’d have a heal spell that would affect just her, and her health points would go up with yours, and she’d get abilities?”

“Could you turn her black?” I asked, a sniffle and a gulp later.

“You could turn her black,” Sammi told me.

“I’ll be that!” I jumped at it before my mind took another detour.

“Just to be clear.” Sammi held my shoulders tight and looked seriously into my eyes. “You want to be a…?”

“Mage-ish?” I asked in a squeak.

They nodded and gave me a pointed look.

“I want to be a Mage-ish,” I stated firmly.

You have chosen the class Mage-ish. (for real this time)

            

    
        Ch 7 - Terra the Totally Awesome

    
    
    
    
                I did a little happy dance and stomp and shimmy and then stilled completely, hoping I hadn’t just scared my Terra so badly that she wouldn’t come out for a week. I looked around and then back at Sammi.

You have gained a Familiar. Please choose the Familiar tab in your character sheet to access stats and progression. 

“Where is she?” I didn’t care about her stats right then. I just wanted her.

“Technically, you are going to have to summon her.” Sammi handed me a small, square, leatherbound book that was not my cat. “Your cat is already attached to the spell, but you’ll have to cast the spell to bring her to you physically.”

“Where is she now?” I fretted. The book wasn’t even soft.

“Safe and waiting,” they hedged. “It’s a good thing! Your cat is now a magical being, made up of magic. It means that if something bad happens to her here, all you need to do is recast the spell and she’ll return to you.”

“That sounds better than I thought,” I worried, wondering what the catch was. Very little in my life was better than I expected it to be. Would Terra still be Terra as a magical being? I was still the same neurotic me, so maybe she’d still be her.

“There are four spells in there,” they went on, ignoring the neuroticisms flitting across my face, “but you’ll have the ability to create your own spells once you level up a bit. Now you can mix potions in that kitchen downstairs and keep this as a recipe book as well.”

“What if someone takes…?” I asked, my mind jumping blindly to the worst thing it could imagine in the millisecond I’d had the silly thing in my hand.

“Neither your book nor your Familiar can be taken from you.” Sammi smiled at me. “They are soul-bound, and for the most part the book isn’t even noticeable to others.”

I stared at it. Had they known I wasn’t talking about the book?

“And you can’t lose the book,” they went on. “It’ll just be back in your pocket if you go farther than a few paces away from it. There’s even a ribbon to hold your place. You like books. I guess you’ll just have to write this one yourself.”

“I always wanted to try that,” I whispered.

“Anyone can do magic, if they try hard enough and are taught how, but a Mage can design magic, teach it, sell it, mold it, and well, I suppose you’ll have to define what Mage-ish is since you made it up,” Sammi explained. Finally, some answers that made me less nervous instead of more so.

“Now, if that’s all for tonight.” Sammi started to give a wave of a wand.

“Wait,” I grasped out desperately at the frilly edge of their tutu, not ready for my answer machine to disappear.

“What?” they asked.

“When will I see you again? How do I find you if I need you?” I felt pathetic, and weak just for asking. I think I just didn’t want to be alone in the dark again.

Sammi shook his head and slowly disappeared. I was alone… in the dark… again. It wasn’t so bad. Some of the best times of my first experience of being sixteen were in the dark. When no one understood you, the dark and solitude was a blessing.

I closed my eyes and let the dark seclusion soothe me. I could hear the tavern below, but it didn’t define me. It was starting to get that hum that a room full of people created. As my eyes adjusted, the room wasn’t purely pitch black. There was a little glow through the cracks of my floor. There was always going to be a glow, no matter how dark it got. I’d gotten good at finding the glowing edge of doom back in my teen years the first time. I’d forgotten once my family filled that void in my heart. Maybe not forgotten, but rather… let it go.

My cat was in the book in my hand. Tomorrow I’d need to start up on getting strong enough to bring my family here, but tonight, I could have Terra. All I’d need to do was sneak down the stairs and snag a candle from the kitchen. There had been boxes of the things in the pantry. I crept down as quietly as I could, not wanting to be a part of the party going on in the main room. I grabbed supplies, including something I thought might work like a litter box and a small bowl of the broth I’d simmered all day. It wasn’t kibble but it would have to do for the night.

If it was a matter of survival, I could mask the part of me that made others so uncomfortable. I rehearsed scripts of what I’d do under the most likely situations. As long as the situation wasn’t completely and utterly insane, like being summoned to an RPG world to fight my old boyfriend! Now I needed new scripts. I needed to practice in my head what I’d say and do tomorrow morning. I soothed myself with scripts while I gathered materials and returned to my room.

Sitting on my bed again, I opened the book with a slight tremble of my fingers. The four spells were Summon Witch’s Familiar, Basic Heal, Basic Buff, and Spark. I carefully read each word of every spell. The whole entry consisted of:

Summon Witch’s Familiar – 20 mana

Notes: 

Basic Heal – 10 mana

Notes:

Basic Buff – 10 mana

Notes:

Spark – 10 mana

Notes:

Yep. That was it. Each page had the title of the spell at the top, the mana cost next to it and the rest of the page was reserved for notes. Notes that I could not write down because I had yet to find a pencil. Unless I could grab that scratching quill that so annoyed me. On top of the lack of instructions was the mana cost. Guess how much mana I had. As a level one Mage-ish, Sammi had said that my mana was calculated by adding my intelligence and my will and then multiplying it by my level. With all those bumps, I had exactly 19 mana.

But that wasn’t my biggest problem at that moment. Maybe it was self-evident to anyone but me, but I had no more clue how to cast the spells than I had before the book. Not wanting to screw up Terra’s spell, I started with the buff. I tried placing my palm on the page and saying the spell name. I put my own finger to my forehead and did the same. Nothing. I tried praying. Nope. I guess I wasn’t a cleric.

I stared at my palms laying open in my lap. I was doing it again. I was thinking far too hard about it. It must be an easy concept that was obvious to anyone else; so obvious that they hadn’t bothered to include instructions. My palms stared back at me, not literally but you know what I mean. I could feel my mana tingling across the surface, but I had no idea what to do with it. I remembered the feeling I’d had when I was messing with it before. How had I done it? This morning seemed like a week ago.

I rubbed gently, not wanting to overcharge my mana too much like I’d done before. This time, my mana didn’t just sparkle around crazily. Now that I had a magic-using class, maybe it would behave. The friction-based charge seemed to quiver with anticipation as I slowly pulled my hands apart. I thought of my Basic Buff spell and gave the mana a little nudge. Mana swirled and… responded. It was like chemistry had come to life. I’d hated labs with their manuals of instructions that made almost no sense. But finding out how to MacGyver body chemistry was a blast!

+1 Strength (temporary)

+1 Dexterity (temporary)

Basic Buff +1

Exp +10 (10/300)

It worked! I’d just done real-life magic! My insides jiggled happily. My mana was down by 10, but my health points went up some. I watched my mana for a bit. It didn’t go back up naturally, at least not quickly enough. I rubbed my hands, gently at first and then more vigorously. My mana ticked back up. Since rubbing my hands together got to be a bit boring, I experimented with it.

Skill Learned: Meditation

Exp +20 (30/300)

It was much more like the childish, shocking game than stick-your-nose-in-a-book-and-be-quiet kind of meditating. It made more sense from a chemical perspective. It was like I could mold friction with my intentions. It was closer to being able to put an imaginary fidget spinner in my fingers and have something productive coming out of it. I wasn’t much of a fidgeter myself, but my best friend was going to be really really charged all the time.

Meditation +1

Exp +10 (40/300)

As my meditation went up, the speed that I got mana back went up too. When I got to full mana, I tried the buff again, but it didn’t do anything. For the Basic Buff spell, I rubbed my palms together and then released the friction like I was flicking water from my hands. The movement felt right. When I unfocused my eyes, I could almost see the particles forming together to try to do something. When the particles just laid themselves over what was already done, the spell sort of fizzled and the mana returned to my pool.

I could feel the spell still active on me without looking at my character sheet. It was like I was wearing a shawl over my shoulders. My mind, having something aside from my insanity to focus upon, delved into this magic. I spent too much time getting the hang of it, but it got results.

Meditation +3

Exp +30 (70/300)

Basic Buff +2

Exp +20 (90/300)

I tried Spark, and nearly set my bed on fire. The mana didn’t want to form in the same way that the Basic Buff had done. Every time I brought my hands together, the mana was soft and pliant, but Spark wasn’t a soft spell. It was spicy. I learned that spells had flavors. Spark liked to jump. Instead of the swirl of my palms, it felt more natural with a rubbing of the fingers of either hand. It was like that movement you could make right before you snapped your fingers only when you snapped your fingers at the end, they… well… Sparked.

Spark +1

Exp +10 (100/300)

Turned out you could heal an inanimate object. Learning the movement of Spark, overcharged my mana just enough that I had mana left over, so when I reached out to pat the smoldering blanket, I used that mana almost automatically. It was the soft feel of the buff, only instead of sitting on top of the object, it sunk down into it with an almost hum. Marshmallowy?

Basic Heal +1

Exp +10 (110/300)

Of course, I tried it on myself next. With nothing to heal, it didn’t do anything. It wasn’t like I could overcharge my health the way I’d overcharged my mana. Spark was barely a… spark. How much could it hurt?

Health -4 (Health 9/13)

At least my health was higher than 10 now that it was being calculated above my minimum. It didn’t do much damage, but then Basic Heal didn’t mend as much as Spark took away.

Health +3 (Health 12/13)

I also didn’t get a skill up or experience each time I cast a spell. There was always a skill up and experience on the first cast of a spell. There was always experience with a skill up. I cast the heal again on myself to get back that last point of health and then turned to rubbing my mana back up to full. I’d have fiddled with the spells all night to learn the rules, but it had been a very long day. I was finally confident enough to cast the spell I couldn’t afford to mess up. With my top mana at 19, I had to overcharge it to have enough. I took a deep breath and gulped. The instant it ticked up to 20, I cast the spell.

Summon Witch’s Familiar +1

Experience +10 (120/300)

The mana coalesced slowly as I held my breath. Unlike my previous spells, the results weren’t even close to instantaneous. I had enough time to meditate by rubbing my fingers against my palms, and then my legs. I wanted enough mana to heal or buff her if she needed it. My mana was almost restored to half by the time the energy did more than throb into a shape.

She was coming. It was working. I hadn’t just gone crazy. I was going to be okay. I made out her shape, just a tiny thing really. If my transition had made me sixteen, had it returned Terra to kittenhood? Terra had been a rescue cat. I’d gone to the shelter looking for a big black kitten that would turn into a mini panther. Terra had been on the brink of death and there was just something in how she’d melted into my arms and started to knit. I had taken her home that day. I had nursed her back to health, one morsel of tuna at a time.

“Terra?” I called out softly in the tone I used only for her. Her forming head turned toward me with an almost silent meow.

She shook her head a bit but then came to me. Her front paw hit my leg and became real. Very real. I reached out my hand and she butted her head into it with a purr. I wanted to sweep her up into the biggest hug ever, but I was smart enough to remember that she was a CAT. Instead, I leaned back in bed. As was our custom, she curled into my lap. I sat there petting her for too long, my mana increasing rapidly as I did so.

“Terra the totally awesome,” I cooed to her idiotically. She happily lay in my lap long enough to recharge my mana to full. It was like she was soaked in it. Petting her brought my mana back twice as fast as I’d done on my own, but I didn’t see any skill ups from it. Something settled deep inside me. Her little face of grey and white fur made her eyes look like they were rimmed in Egyptian coal that had faded. Her eyes were closed in that purr that let you know that everything was good in the world. If this was possible, then anything was.

She looked around the little room and gave it a sniff. The broth might have given off a scent because she hopped down off the bed long enough to take a few laps of it. She found her litter box as I watched quietly, not wanting to startle her.

My nervous energy crackled with mana that was threatening to overcharge, so I cast Basic Buff on her. She sat up straighter and then gave a happy little twitch of her tail. I looked over her character sheet. The buff had given her the same extra stats that it had given me. Her fur looked softer here than it had at home. Her illness had left her less coordinated than other cats I’d known. But here, her movements were less strained. It was like she’d never been sick at all.

I nervously rubbed my hands along my thighs where her warmth still soothed me. I had extra mana, so I cast the buff at the litter box. It might have been my imagination, but the box appeared just a tiny bit stronger? I cast it again with a slightly different intent. Something like halfway between the buff and the heal.

Spell Created: Mend – mana 5

Exp +30 (150/300)

Interesting. It had been so easy to coax the mana into a new form. Sammi had said that I would be able to make my own spells, but they’d inferred it was supposed to be harder? I checked my book. I did have a new spell. It created its own page, complete with the blank notes section. I doublechecked my character sheet and I was still level one, though I was halfway to my next level. Maybe I was better at this magic stuff than Sammi figured I’d be.

I cast Mend on myself. It mended a tear in my dress, but it didn’t mend me. That made sense. I had the Basic Heal for that. I flipped through the pages of my spells and noticed that the notes areas weren’t blank anymore. Basic Heal noted that it healed three Health. Basic Buff now noted that it increased Strength and Dexterity by one. Mend had a note that it only worked on inanimate objects. And Summon Witch’s Familiar included the time it had taken to complete the spell. They were all good notes and exactly what I would have written down. I guess I didn’t need that pencil after all.

Terra tentatively pawed at the loose dirt and straw I’d used to fill her litter box.

“It’s better than my bathroom at this point,” I told her with a shrug.

She gave a dainty hop into the box and did her business. I gave a sigh and then scrunched up my nose. When she hopped out, I tried mending the cat litter, but it didn’t work. Terra hopped back up on the bed and into my lap to settle down. As I stroked her soft, silky fur, my mana recharged too fast. Needing something to do with it, I cast Mend a few more times on the litter box, trying to adjust the effects of the spell. It took more than a dozen casts, but when Mend upgraded to level five, I got another new spell.

Mend +5

Exp +50 (200/300)

Spell Created: Basic Clean – mana 10

Exp +30 (230/300)

I couldn’t wait to try it on the dishes the next day. It took more effort to clean the cat box with the spell than it did to get up and do it myself, but with Terra curled on my lap, I hadn’t wanted to move. Now that the air of my little room was more like fresh hay than full litter box, it was cozy.

When Terra got tired of being petted, she pulled away from my hand. By then, I’d mended and cleaned everything in the room at least twice.

Mend +3

Exp +30 (260/300)

Basic Clean +4

Exp +40 (300/300) – Level UP!

That was what I’d been waiting for. The coziness and warmth of the room had threatened to overwhelm my resolve to see that notification before sleep, but I’d prevailed. I felt accomplished. I felt like I could do this. I needed one level every day in order to make sure I was at least Beau’s level by the time he found me. Was it a testament to my muddled mind that I didn’t even think that he would also be leveling up on his way to see me? It didn’t occur to me then or I might not have succumbed to slumber so easily.

Together, Terra and I snuggled into my little bed, and I let the day fall away. I dreamed of chasing quills with a butterfly net and being chased by Bards with swinging charisma.

            

    
        Ch 8 - End of Chapter Summary?

    
    
    
    
                I woke to the familiar knitting of a cat on my hip. Unfortunately, this blanket was too thin, so I also woke to a quill scribbling across my vision.

Health -1 (23/24)

Couldn’t it have left me alone long enough to try to dream about being back at home? Ah, it wouldn’t have lasted anyway with the way the straw poked at me from underneath and Terra from on top of me. I gave a big sigh and still had to blink back tears when I didn’t see my daughter’s smiling face in the photograph that should have been on my bedside table. Instead, I had a box of tissues.

My mana was sparkling for release, so I cast a clean on myself and spark on the candle I’d blown out. I was really liking magic, especially now that I had twice the mana due to my level up last night. I felt better, cleaner, and more powerful than I had in ages. A few minutes of petting Terra and I had a really clean room, including that cat box. It might have been faster and easier to do it by hand but who would really choose that? I didn’t.

Basic Clean +2

Exp +20 (20/500)

I got my first good look in the mirror. Yep, that was me, sans the wrinkles that had been a hallmark of the wisdom I’d earned the hard way. I knew I should have been happy to be young again, but I didn’t know how to feel. What had Daddy said? Don’t quit your day job. Feelings could figure themselves out in the back of my mind while I did the job that gave me a roof over my head and food in my belly.

The clean spell worked better than a shower, but it wasn’t a brush, curling iron, or hairspray. I tried to tame the mop with my fingers and made do with a quick twisting braid that tucked into itself. It would likely fall out five minutes after I started working, but I didn’t have a watch to time it, so maybe it would stay. I wasn’t even sure what time it was, so I didn’t really have time to figure out how to make new spells just to do my hair. I had a quick image of sparking up my hair that deterred me further from that line of thinking, at least for now.

Will +1

Beauty +4

I briefly debated leaving Terra in my room to keep her safe, but she took that choice out of my hands when I opened my door, and she slithered out between my legs. It gave me pause. My Terra had been terrified of everything, startled at the least noise, spent half her life under the bed. She turned at the top of the back stairway to look at me with a little meow as if she was asking what was holding me up. I chuckled at myself and followed.

She made herself busy exploring the kitchen while I cleaned up the empty stew pot and dishes from the night before. Doing it with magic felt good. Terra scurried after a moth while I got the fire going with a few spark spells. She nearly tripped me on the way to and from the well for the morning water I’d need for the cooking. Thankfully, she chased a mouse out of the pantry as I set up all my ingredients for the day. No matter what I was doing, Terra was never more than a few feet from me, so I began to relax about her safety. All the while, I thought, and I planned.

Basic Clean +3

Spark +1

Exp +40 (60/500) 

It was like cooking at home. I never had known how to cook for a family of four. I’d always ended up with my biggest pots full of bubbling goodness. I started with the bread, setting it to rise as I chopped vegetables and chunked up some of the brined meat from the pantry. Throughout the process, I did what I’d done at home. I filled my food with love. My mana filled and emptied a little at a time as I diced, sauteed, and kneaded.

Strength +3

Constitution +2

Skill Learned: Mana Infusion

Exp +20 (80/500)

I should have asked Sammi how to turn those silly notifications off.

Notifications set to summary only.

It was like everything I did was infused with a little bit of my magic. The bread rose faster and smelled yeastier than I expected it to. The oat-like things tasted like I’d added maple and brown sugar to it. I offered a bit of everything to Terra along the way, letting her be my tester. She chased one bit of fallen ginger-shaped carrot across the floor for almost an hour. It lightened my heart and made the job into light work.

“Ya need to start cooking later in the day,” Mabel grumbled at me, groggily.

I did a little double take. “Why?”

“I can’t be sleeping through that amazing smell.” She gave me a sharp-toothed grin.

“It beats waking up to a bucket of cold water to the face,” I deadpanned back at her. I’d practiced that comeback and was therefore prepared with words.

I was rewarded with a delayed chuckle and a muttered, “You’ll do.”

She spooned up a portion of my cooked oats and heaved herself up on to a kitchen stool to eat it. I watched patiently until I saw her eyes close in appreciation. Terra hopped up on the counter, more than an arm’s length from Mabel and stared. I was feeling pleasantly in my element. I was more in my element here than I’d been in college. It was like some tension was releasing deep within me.

“What’s with the cat?” Mabel pointed her spoon at Terra between bites.

“She’s my familiar,” I answered frankly.

Mabel nearly fumbled her bowl of oats. I froze, realizing I’d made some kind of error. Sammi had said that people here would know what a familiar was, so I hadn’t thought to hide it. My bucket of water script had worked out, but my lack of knowledge of this world made it hard to come up with reliably innocent scripts. I felt like a kid again, having to learn what to say and what not to say.

“You do magic?” Mabel coughed out.

“Is that a problem?” I asked, twisting the corner of my apron to have something to do with my hands. Terra hopped across counters to push against my arm supportively. I pet her and felt a little better.

“And you wanna work here?”

“Uh, yeah.” That’s what I sounded like without a script. I tried to read Mabel, but I really was at the mercy of a very unfamiliar environment. Being on the spectrum for me made relatively normal conversations more like a minefield of errors to be traversed.

“Why?” she asked. Now I was in trouble and all that tension I’d felt releasing before rushed back in like a wolf reclaiming its territory.

“Because I know how to cook?” I didn’t have a script and was bound to say something stupid. This didn’t always happen. I could often steer a conversation back toward a script that would work, but my mind was woefully short of ones that were RPG-world appropriate.

Mabel fished three coppers out of a pocket of her skirt and placed them on the counter between us, then gave me a pointed look. When I didn’t respond, she waved at them and gave a chuckle.

“That’s what knowing how to cook’ll get ya,” she scoffed. I quickly calculated that I must have sold thirty plates of food at one copper a piece if that was my share.

“I need a kitchen?” I stalled, knowing it wasn’t an answer to any question on her mind.

Mabel scrunched her thick, bushy eyebrows together over her larger-than-beauty-queen nose and tilted her head to the side. Most people could read that automatically as a signal that she was confused, but for me, I just hoped it meant the same thing in this world as it had in mine. I’d memorized the basic facial expressions in my world. Then I’d memorized a lot of non-basic ones and poured over shows like The Mentalist and Lie to Me.

“Are you firing me?” I asked.

“If you don’t set fire to me, I won’t set fire to you,” Mabel quipped, watching me even as she spooned another bite into her mouth.

“I meant, do I have to leave?” I needed clarity.

“You don’t have to do anything but -”

“Stay black and die?” I muttered and immediately knew it was the wrong thing to say. It usually was, considering that I didn’t belong in that culture any more than I belonged in my own. I’d married into it, but that hardly counted when I didn’t look the part.

Mabel now had eyebrows up like I’d said something crazy. I was used to that expression. I searched my mind for something innocent to say. Sports reference like, “How about those Mets?” No. Magic reference like, “What would Harry do?” Probably not. “Video game reference like, “I paused my game for this?” Um, no. I realized I’d become complacent in my use of memes to detract from my strangeness.

“Why would you want to work here for a few coppers a day, when you could sell your magic for more?” Mabel finally gave me enough reference to steer toward a script or two. And that also answered a few of my questions. Magic was rare and it was valued higher than food. That didn’t mean I could quit my day job yet. This job had everything I needed to grow strong enough to take on Beau. No, I hadn’t forgotten him. I had just decided to stop thinking about him.

“Oh.” I stalled, falling back on basic truth. “I do want this job. Very much.”

Mabel waited, content to eat while I worked up words. I appreciated that. It was great growth in our relationship considering it had started with a bucket of water in my face.

“The food is good, right?” I asked her.

Mabel answered with a roll of her eyes. I hoped that meant yes.

“I’m just working up my magic,” I admitted. “I like cooking and maybe I’ll figure out potions soon, but I need some time to get my feet under me.”

Mabel stared, still waiting.

“I don’t have anywhere else to go.” I looked down to Terra. “We don’t have anywhere else to go,” I amended. My mana threatened to overcharge with all my nervous fidgeting, so I cast a mend on the counter. “And I promise I’ll leave the place better than I found it.”

Mabel jumped back from the counter as it smoothed magically in front of her eyes.

“What else could I do with that? Be a maid?” I reasoned, and she looked at me with wide eyes.

“I knew ya’d be trouble, but this is more trouble than even I’d figured on.” She perched back on her stool.

“I’m not trouble,” I tried to deny, but it sounded hollow even to me.

“Didn’t say ya were trouble.” She pointed her spoon at me as she picked up her bowl again. “I said ya’d be trouble. There’s a difference.”

I cast mend on the rest of the wooden counters. Twice. Mabel ate. I could only guess at the thoughts churning behind her eyes. I cleaned stuff too. What? That was a lot of nervous energy. I do NOT fidget normally.

Mana Infusion +5

Basic Clean +4

Mend +3

Meditation +2

Exp +140 (220/500)

Now? I asked my quill buddy silently.

Notifications set to End of Chapter Summary.

Somehow that notification filled me with a tremendous unease. It meant something ominous to me. Was I just some book to this system? Some plot line? Some? What? I felt cheap like a woman who’d realized her husband had whored her out to get a promotion. Was my life so cheap?

“I’m not putting ya out,” Mabel interrupted my mental anguish. My mind misunderstood the word “out” at first. My mind rewrote what she’d said as that she wasn’t whoring me out. She was still talking. “We sold more food last night than I have over the last week, so I’ll keep ya as long as you’ll stay. It’s you’s who’s gonna have light feet faster than I can find another cook.”

Mabel scraped out the last dregs of her bowl of oats and stood.

“Why would I want to go anywhere else?” I asked.

Mabel pointed at the three little copper coins with one hand while tossing her dirty bowl into a bucket with the other dirty dishes. I’d found it more efficient to clean the water in the bucket full of dishes than clean each dish.

“Not everything’s about money,” I said as she ducked out the back door toward the yard. I didn’t know if she’d heard me. Terra looked up at me with Puss ‘n Boots eyes. I cast a clean on the bucket of dishes to discharge the mana I’d incurred by petting her.

            

    
        Ch 9 - Terra the Terrified?

    
    
    
    
                I cooked pies and thought deep thoughts. I baked up the bread and fed my starter. When I found something that looked like beans, I tried soaking them. What I ended up with was a batch of skinless cherry tomatoes. With the spicy mushroom and some cured meat, I made up a version of chili, and then made an ale-based batch of cornbread to go with it.

I tried and failed to bake a batch of cookies, because without eggs, it wasn’t right. I had better luck with a batch of buffalo sauce using that spicy mushroom thing and some lard flavored with an herb that made it almost taste like butter. The butter flavor faded out of the lard if I tried to cook with it. That is why those cookies I’d tried to make ended up more like sweet pie crust. I crumbled up the results and sprinkled it over a cobbler of fruits.

It wasn’t like I had a rising agent other than the ale and I wasn’t familiar with using it except in something like that cornbread. Without egg whites or baking soda or powder, I was stuck without my home staples of cakes and cookies. I really wanted eggs. Tons of things laid eggs. There had to be some eggs in this world. I toyed with the idea of asking Mabel, but I didn’t want her to think I was even more of a freak than she thought now. Did they even call them eggs? I still didn’t know the names of half the stuff I cooked with.

I’d done what I could in the kitchen. There was even more food than I’d made the night before. The batch of chili was new, so I hedged my bets by making up a pot of stew like the one I’d made before. They’d finished all of what I’d cooked last night, so I’d cooked about half again as much as I’d done before. Mabel was right in that it wouldn’t net me enough coins to buy much. I don’t think I was cooking for the money as much as I needed to work. Working at something I knew how to do was building up my confidence and allowing me to not lose my mind.

It was hours until dusk. I had three whole coppers burning a hole in my pocket. So far, I hadn’t explored further than the outhouses behind the stable. How bad could it be beyond the tavern? My daughter would have smacked me just for thinking that. I chuckled to myself and gave Terra a pet.

Even though I’d cleaned and mended everything in sight, I hadn’t gotten another notification. I’d cleaned the outhouses. That had taken over a dozen casts…each. Terra had put her nose in the door and then backed out until I was done. I could tell that Basic Clean had increased in level because it became more effective, but my notifications were now off. What did it mean to get to the end of a chapter? My mind was fixated. I was hoping that a little exploration would help get my mind off of the notifications that I wouldn’t admit I missed. I would not turn them back on, I thought to myself sternly.

The wooded area behind the tavern seemed safer than the thought of facing people in a town that I imagined was out the front door of the tavern. However, the wooded area would not get me eggs or a leavening agent. I chose to walk around the tavern rather than through it. There were buildings to either side of the tavern, so we weren’t just a random crossroad on Route 66.

I was wrong. It happens often. There were exactly three buildings and a road sign. There was a blacksmith and a general supply store. This was the medieval version of a truck stop. We were in the middle of nowhere with crops, woods and little trails that led to adventure as our only neighbors.

I dropped into the general store, hoping for cooking supplies and was terribly disappointed. They had adventuring supplies. I poked into a barrel only to find that it was empty. They sold empty barrels. To be more precise, they had a single barrel in stock. Prices were labelled with numbers and either a small c, s, or g beside them. I got a feel for why Mabel thought I wouldn’t be satisfied with a few coppers a night. A basic healing potion sold for a gold. They were out of stock. They were out of stock on almost everything that could be considered magical.

“Sorry,” came a voice from the back room. “I didn’t hear the coach or horses out front, so I was over in the other shop, doing inventory.”

“Oh, I’m nobody,” I called back to him.

The man that stepped out wore a brown leather apron and had a head of tousled black hair. His mustache curled like a pirate’s, and he was quick to smile. My heart ached because he was a kind of handsome that made me miss my husband. My husband wasn’t the kind of handsome most women wanted, but he had still been making my stomach drop out at age fifty-something. He would give me a look, lean against a door jam, and call me beautiful. My daughter would groan and tell us to get a room. We’d smile…

“I doubt that,” the man in the leather apron broke into my thoughts. And he smiled charmingly in a way that was totally wasted on me. At least he didn’t smile like a bard.

He was swarthy, and that thought made me smile. He gave me a big grin, probably convinced that my flush was in response to him and that my smile was a flirtation.

“You must be Karma.” He laughed at the look of shock on my face. Was he a bard? Was he that bard? My mind was back to jumping at shadows. It’s not my fault. People did that to me. They were so terribly and illogically unpredictable.

“It’s just that we’re smaller than a small town,” he explained, still chuckling at his own joke. Whatever the joke was, I hadn’t gotten it. “If I hadn’t heard you talking to Mabel between the walls, she’d have been talking about ya over the single ale the wife allows me each night.”

I relaxed slightly. A married man was safer than a charming bard.

“I’m Chester.” And he stuck out his hand. All I could think of for one very awkward moment was the outhouses.

“Karma,” I confirmed with a nod, forcing myself to shake his hand in as friendly a way as I could muster. Would he notice if I cast a quick clean spell on my hand and his? I took half the chance by cleaning my hand behind my back. Maybe he took my disgusted lip curl as a facial tic because he didn’t seem to hold it against me.

“I run both the store here and the blacksmith shop on the other side of the tavern.” He waved his hands when he talked. “When travelers come through, my wife is normally here and I’m over at the smithy, but she’s feeling a little tired lately. So….”

“I hear you.” I nodded like I had something in my head that was posing as a logical thought.

“We’ve got a bit of everything,” he went on to explain. “If you can’t find it, we can order it and the coaches will bring whatever you could find at Siff or Paragrol. It takes longer to bring something in from the capital.”

I pretended to study a display of rough nails while my mind dashed from one place to another like a cat with the zoomies. There were some basic weapons, leatherwork stuff, a backpack that I wanted but I couldn’t afford for a couple weeks of cooking. Terra took this time to introduce herself to Chester, who scratched her under the chin. How were these people justifying the fact that I’d just appeared out of nowhere yesterday?

“Can you really do magic?” Chester asked, his eyes on Terra instead of me. After Mabel’s reaction, I was a little startled that he’d bring it up so casually.

“A little,” I admitted, reluctantly. He had probably heard almost everything Mabel and I had said this morning over hot oats. He hadn’t worked at the forge since I’d been there, or I’d have noticed. The rhythmic banging would have grated on my nerves. Terra, who ran in terror from a cough, was stretching her chin out for more scritches. My Terra would play with other members of my family, but she absolutely did not trust strangers. We’d gone away once and had a pet sitter that had been convinced Terra was a figment of my imagination. Was this really my Terra? My heart said, yes, but my fickle mind doubted.

“I just been thinking is all. Because if you can do potions, I’ll happily sell them here in the shop,” he offered. Terra leaped from the counter in front of him to twine around my feet as if she’d heard my jealous thoughts. I gave her a scratch on the head and told my mind to shut up.

“I’m not quite up to potions yet,” I admitted. “I would love to, but I don’t even know where to start. You wouldn’t happen to have recipes?”

“Ah.” He tapped his chin when he thought. “I could probably have a few recipes by tomorrow evening if I ordered them from Siff. There’s a magic-user there who probably wouldn’t mind sharing some basic ones.”

“I can’t imagine I have the funds to buy the recipes.” I pulled my three meager coppers out of my apron. “I really just came in to see if you had any eggs or leavening agents for my cooking next door.”

“Haven’t had eggs since the wife gave up on the coop,” Chester admitted. I was just happy that eggs were eggs. “I might be able to pull in some brewer’s yeast from town but it’s probably not worth the cost of the trip.”

“I’m not really looking for yeast,” I told him. I knew the chemical formula for baking soda, but I was pretty sure no one here would know it that way. “I’m looking for baking soda? Something that foams up when mixed with vinegar or wine?”

Chester’s mouth snapped shut and his eyes studied the ceiling. “You say it’s for baking? Not much call for that around here, but I’ll think on it,” he told me.

“Thanks.” There was an awkward silence filled with my wonderment that they didn’t question why I wouldn’t know what it was called.

“I could front you the money for a recipe or two?” Chester fidgeted with something that looked like it could be a caltrop. The look on my face had him rushing on. “We could order it and a couple of chickens. They’d be here by tomorrow. Just… are you really sticking around? If you’re willing to commit to making me a hundred of each potion, I’d be willing to sell them here for you.”

“A hundred?” I pretended to consider when what I really wanted to do was leap at the chance. “That’s a mighty big commitment.” Was my Bartering increasing?

“That’d be for two basic recipes,” he coaxed, and I knew my Bartering was not going to be able to keep up with his. He did this for a living. “I can sell Health and Mana potions all day long for a gold a piece, half of which would still be yours. These hills right out behind us lead up into prime adventuring lands. These kids come down out of the mountains, pockets full of silver, and begging for potions. I can’t keep them in stock. It wouldn’t take that long to sell a hundred or so of each.”

I had no idea how long it would take to make the potions. If it was like making a pot of stew, it wouldn’t be hard to make it in batches. If I didn’t make the full hundred before Beau showed up and killed me, it wasn’t like there were consequences they could impose on a dead person, but I’d hate to let the Chester down.

“At this point, I wouldn’t even know if I had all the ingredients for them,” I admitted. “Do you know if they require special herbs or whatnot?”

“I doubt you’d have trouble finding what you need out in the woods out back,” Chester assured me. “The adventurers sometimes come in with bundles that I sell for them down in Siff. I head out to town once a month to sell off old stock. If the wife wasn’t sick, I’d take you into Siff myself and we could be sure to get what you need.”

“What’s troubling the wife?” I asked.

“Bit of something that comes on once in a while.” He waved off my concern. “She’ll be okay by week’s end.”

“Maybe I could heal her?” I offered. It was worth a try.

“That would be kind of you.” Chester sucked on the edge of his mustache.

“It’s a day into town and a day back,” he continued his thoughts out loud. “Might be better to maybe just order the recipes and a book on local herbs for ya. They’d be here by tomorrow and you wouldn’t miss work next door. Mabel’d kill me if I stole ya away so soon after she got ya. Besides, the wife and I did enjoy that stew.”

“If I manage to heal your wife, do you think you could bring back a few chickens?”

“The coop’s a mess and would take a week to repair.” Chester rubbed the back of his neck.

“Let me worry about the coop.” I smiled. “It’ll be shipshape by tomorrow.”

Chester raised his brow at me. “If you can fix the coop and the wife, I’ll have a dozen chickens and a goat here by nightfall tomorrow.”

Chester led me upstairs to a small apartment above the general store. That made sense. It’s not like he’d want to live above a noisy and hot forge. There wasn’t much more than a bed for two, a couple of chairs and a table. The curtains at the window and wilting flowers on the table let me know that a woman normally kept the place neat.

A lovely woman, several years older than Chester lay on the bed. She looked to be about my age, or at least the age I used to be. Her loose black hair was mussed, and her brow was damp. I tried to shake off my nerves. I wasn’t a doctor yet. That had been drummed into my head by college. Terra strolled over to the bed and hopped up on it like she was a part of the family, giving me an expectant look.

“Really?” I asked Terra, wondering again at the change in her.

Terra meowed at me. Terra had a distinct meow that I’d never heard out of any other cat. It was like she was trying to meow, but her voice broke on every vowel so that it came out like m-ee-o-o and she’d leave the ow out of it altogether. She gave me that meow.

“Oh, Chester,” the woman complained, stirring enough to reach out a hand and pet Terra. “I’m not even up for animal company, much less ready to meet our newest resident.”

“She’s says she might be able to heal you.” Chester wrung his hands. He loved her. It was sweet and made me smile.

“I’m just tired,” she brushed it off weakly, but I could see that her spirit was more worn than her body.

“It’s okay.” I shrugged, taking the short walk to the bed. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do much good, but I’m happy to try.”

I cast my Basic Heal, but without any notifications, I didn’t even know if anything had worked. I cast my Basic Buff as well, just for good measure, and because I still had some mana to spare, I cast the heal again. She perked up enough to sit up in bed and lean against the headboard.

“I’m Lily,” she introduced herself. “I’d like to say I feel better, and I do a bit, but well, thank you for trying.”

There was a weight to Lily, an emotional weight that tugged at me. I sat there silently and pet Terra. “Hang on,” I cautioned with a raised finger to keep her from feeling the need to keep talking. It only distracted me to try to make small talk. Instead of casting another heal, I reached into Lily’s mana and lifted a little. It took a bit, but it only lasted a moment for me. It was like adding a touch of brown sugar to the chili. When I let go of it, I was pretty sure I’d made a new spell.

“Oh,” Lily gave out a soft bit of sound that was somewhere between a groan, a sigh, and a burp. “That was… what did you do?”

“Is it okay?” I asked, eyes wide, suddenly unsure of myself.

“Okay?” she huffed, a light in her eyes that I hoped meant something good. “I feel like I’ve just risen from my own grave.” That didn’t reassure me in the least.

“I owe you a dozen chickens,” Chester mumbled, rushing to Lily’s side.

I backed away from the bed as he pushed me aside.

“Chester,” Lily blushed.

“I haven’t seen that light in your eyes for so long, my love.” He stroked her hand. It took her giggled reply to loosen the insecurity in my chest. I’d done good. Ah, yes, I’d done good and now it was time to go. I didn’t often recognize the boundaries of overstaying my welcome, but I wasn’t a voyeur, and this was getting a bit too gushy for my taste. I could hear my daughter laughing at me.

I backed toward the stairway, Terra practically prancing at my side. I now knew that Terra was Terra, but she was better somehow. It was like she didn’t have the same old fear of everything she’d had before.

“Of course not,” a soft voice purred into my head. “I was blind as a kitten before. I had no idea the world could look like this. I can see everything so clearly!”

That was new. Very new and very different. My mind stuttered at me.

“A person could do worse than setting up a magic business just out back,” Chester suggested, more observant of my leaving than I’d thought he’d be. I could just imagine a little shack out back between the not-pigs and the outhouses where I could set up a great big cauldron and grow very large warts. I knew I was being silly. My mind did this to me all the time. It could just as easily be a lovely little cottage for my whole family. “I’d sell what you make. It’d be an easy living.”

If only he knew. I wanted an easy living. That sounded lovely. The only catch was that I wanted that easy living with my whole family. That thought doubled down on the ache in my heart.

“That sounds lovely,” I sighed out.

“Then you’re in luck, my lady, certainly in luck, yes you are,” Chester practically bounced on the side of the bed, much to Lily’s dismay.
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Now that was just annoying. Sure, a bunch of stats, skill ups, and experience all at once, but I had no idea where or how I’d earned them all. And I wasn’t sure how I felt about this being an end of a chapter. Why here? Why anywhere? My mind fumed, but not enough for a skill up. Or was it enough? Would that show up next chapter? I found myself worrying about what setting was best?

            

    
        Ch 10 - Getting My Gamer On

    
    
    
    
                “You were blind?” I asked Terra on the way to the coop.

“I saw the major shape of things but not like this,” Terra told me like we’d always been talking with each other.

“I feel terrible that I didn’t know,” I tried to apologize. “I should have gotten you glasses or something.”

Terra sat in a patch of green on the dirt path that led out behind the general store, so I stopped beside her. Chester had told me that this path led to the coop. I was just happy that he’d known what chickens and eggs were.

“Why?” Terra asked.

“Because you seem so much happier now that you can see well,” I explained.

“Yep,” Terra confirmed, taking off down the path again. “I am happier. I’m glad I can follow you around. You’re my favorite person.”

“That’s cool.” I followed her. “You’re my favorite cat ever!”

Terra scampered ahead to the “chicken” coop. Most of it was in shambles. The ten-foot dome of industrial strength chicken wire was bent out of shape with gaping holes. The wooden frame of the doorway had collapsed and the door itself seemed singed. There was a stream that ran through it, but the water had rusted the wire that seemed to run at least three inches underground all around except for where the water was. If I was going to make a parrot cage, it might have looked like this coop. I started casting Basic Repair. Even with the upgrade, it wasn’t a very powerful spell against the damage the coop had endured.

“What are chickens?” Terra asked, poking her head into one of what looked like nesting boxes, if nesting boxes were supposed to house something less than nine inches tall and more than half a yard long. I didn’t want to imagine what this world’s version of a chicken was. I’d end up with nightmares. I had a vivid imagination.

“I have no idea,” I admitted on a sigh. Something had singed that door from the inside.

Terra gave me a look with her head cocked to the side, but let it go. I ran myself out of mana four times before the coop looked sturdy enough to keep “chickens” in it. That’s saying a lot considering that I currently had a whopping 152 mana and the upgraded spell still only cost ten mana per cast.

I worried a little that I was spending my time getting my utility spells up instead of figuring out how I was going to defeat Beau. It wasn’t like I could defeat Beau by repairing him to death. I’d done enough of trying to “fix” that boy when I’d been his girlfriend. What I needed to be working on was the Spark spell. I wondered what it would upgrade to if I spent as much energy on it as I had Mend and Basic Clean.

“It’s not like you don’t know how to be a gamer.” Terra put herself smack dab in the middle of my thoughts. I found I didn’t mind. She had a point. She might not have ever seen a chicken, but she’d sat between Kat and I when we’d played video games.

“I know what a chicken looks like now,” she protested, chasing a bug out of one of the boxes.

“Then you know more than I do about it!” I cast my new clean spell on the box, giving her a few more bugs to chase. I got a feeling of crunchy satisfaction as she ate the beetle-like thing.

“I don’t mean the ones around here,” she told me, and I realized she wasn’t speaking out loud. “I can see it in your head. I get that picture of what you’re thinking about.”

“That’s handy,” I said out loud. It was going to take me a bit to get used to.

A dozen boxes meant a dozen casts of the new clean spell and my mana was spent so I plopped myself onto a large rock inside the enclosure. Terra dutifully hopped up next to me to expediate the process. It sure helped that petting her quickened my mana regeneration and that she liked being petted. She was right about me, more right than even I was right now.

I hadn’t been as bad as Clara, but, when Kat was still in diapers, I’d run my own guild in the first version of EQ. We’d had over a thousand dollars in consoles that Kat and I had used to blow off steam in college. Survival games were my jam, but I’d beaten down demons with swirling firebats, delivered presents to fuzzy little neighbors, and defeated Undyne in genocide mode. Before that, I’d memorized the maps for Skara Brae, CTR-SHFT-C-ed my way through four versions of Sims, and three of Civilization.

I’d read enough LitRPG to know about puma checks, mana cores, and that Terra was nothing like Donut or Alfred. Why was I treating this world like I had to fit in to survive? That was my old world, but it didn’t have to be this one. I needed to get past this survival mentality and into a gamer one. I had access to stats. It was like having the cheat codes to life.

If Beau was coming after me, this wasn’t a survival or simulation game. Unless I could take over this truck stop and turn it into a town, it wasn’t even a city-builder. I wasn’t trapped in VR, so getting out wasn’t even an option. This seemed to be a pretty straightforward RPG progression. I scraped my thoughts out of the whiny mode that always annoyed me as a reader. No, I didn’t. It took more than a simple realization to kick my butt into gear, but I got there. Eventually.

The coop was ready by the time my internal pep talk saw results, but I’d gone through another five batches of mana by then in an effort to get Spark caught up. I didn’t know what those big rocks/small boulders were doing in a chicken coop, but they made good targets for Spark. I only knew that Spark upgraded because it suddenly cost more mana. The only thing different about it was that I could hold the spark harmlessly on the end of my finger before I shot it off in a direction. I reluctantly turned the notifications back up to full force and got my end of chapter summary a little early.
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Terra and I didn’t head back to the tavern until the sun was turning the sky into a field of orange, pink, and purple sheep. I knew my food was okay. I didn’t know how I knew but I did. Maybe there was something in having the profession of Cook, but I could feel my pots simmering if I thought about it. It was like leaving a crock pot running most of the day while you went to work.

I really was torn between wanting to cook and nourish people and trying to get ready for a life-and-death confrontation. I officially hated this quest. It wasn’t who I was. I liked leaving the past behind me. I forgave people when they came at me. I was the type of person who just walked away from negativity. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

I soothed myself with the assurance that I’d only have to do it twice. Once Kat was here, she and I would renew the quest once each and bring over her dad and my best friend. The rest of the world could lump it. There were only a few people I’d miss, and I just couldn’t justify upending even my enemies’ lives to bring them here. Could I? No, I told myself sternly. I could hear Terra scoff, but I ignored it. My mind was already editing the list of people I wanted but felt I shouldn’t bring here. It felt like making up the invitation list for my weddings, all three of them.

I pulled out my spellbook. It had more pages, but it wasn’t any thicker. I needed to get the buff and heal up next and they had a long way to go. The problem was that I could only buff what hadn’t been buffed already and heal something that lacked health. The buff lasted an hour, so it was going to take a long time to cast it as many times as I had cast Spark to get it to upgrade. Maybe tonight, I’d hang out at the bar and try to heal and buff the drunks. Would they notice?

At least I’d gotten two levels today. That was good because just as I was congratulating myself on getting ahead, I realized that Beau would be leveling too. He’d already started out ahead of me by however many days he was away from me. I couldn’t afford to rest. I stopped at the not-pig pen and stable to buff up some animals and then repaired and buffed the enclosure just in case the pigs got any buff-induced ideas.
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Basic Buff +2

Exp +20 (280/1200)

“You’re stalling.” Terra butted her head against my arm. She’d hopped up on the pen’s railing. Now that I’d gotten a closer look at the pigs, they had a mild temperament. I brought them a pail of water from the well and another for the single horse in the stable. The horse was onerier than the pigs.

Strength +1

“Yep,” I answered Terra. Now that I had tested the temperament of the pigs, I was okay with leaning on the railing watching the sunset while I got some mana back.

“They’re going to love you.” Terra rubbed her contribution of mana into me with relish. “Not as much as I love you, but they couldn’t help to love you at least half that much.”

“Thanks.” I sighed, and hurried the mana process by petting her ears just the way she liked it.

Meditation +1
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Hm. I guess I did get meditation increases with her. They were just a bit more infrequent. This was why I’d needed the notifications back. I needed to be able to micromanage my progress. It was the only way to get ahead faster than Beau. He’d been a convention-going DnD player, so I knew he’d been working his way up fast. Still, I hadn’t known him to play many computer games. The games he preferred were playing with living people, not online ones. If I knew him, he’d have a kick-ass strategy by the time we met.

I looked up to see the clouds settling into the grey of dusk. Dusk meant customers and customers meant that I really needed to do the final touches to the food for the night. Reluctantly, I returned to my kitchen. The chili needed brown sugar and the stew a bit of salt. I tested and adjusted everything that bubbled and then scooped a little of each into bowls for Mabel.

Cooking +1

Professional Exp +10 (300/300) – Level Up!

I rolled my eyes at myself. I wasn’t going to be able to cook Beau to death either. Then I nearly dropped the bowls. My mana had increased. I was feeling it more now that I’d been working with it so much. When your mana almost doubled, you noticed. I set the bowls down and pulled up my character sheet. Then I did the math. I did it a bunch of ways.

Intelligence +1

My Professional level had been added to my Class level when calculating my mana and health pools. This was good. This was very good. I let the back of my mind process that as I picked the bowls back up and headed to the main room. Another thing I noticed in my character sheet was that my food had given me a boost to stats. I had two extra temporary points of Constitution just from my food.

Character Sheet

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish (Level 4 – 290/1200) 

Profession: Cook (Level 2 – 0/500) 

Health: 192/174

Mana: 120/252

Intelligence: 22

Will: 20

Strength: 14 (+1 temporary)

Constitution: 15 (+2 temporary)

Charm: 12

Beauty: 10

Perception: 19

Dexterity: 14 (+1 temporary)

Luck: 9

Skills: Meditation (32), Cooking (25), Mana Infusion (13), Intimidation (3), Woodworking (3), Bartering (2), Dodge (2), Pontification (2)

Spells: Clean (37), Basic Repair (34), Sparkler (21), Basic Buff (6), Basic Heal (2), Lift Spirits (2), Summon Witch’s Familiar (2)

Recipes: Pie (2), Sourdough Bread (2), Stew (2), Buffalo Sauce (1), Chili (1), Cobbler (1), Cornbread (1)

I put the bowls down just long enough to fuss with my hair and cast clean on my clothes. I’d made a mess of myself during the day. That Beauty score seemed to fluctuate above and below the average of ten, probably based on how well I kept myself. I’d have to ask Chester what he’d charge me for a brush and something akin to a scrunchy or barrette. I was wracking my brain for a homesteading recipe for hairspray as I picked the bowls up for the third time.

Beauty +3 

            

    
        Ch 11 - Singing Lessons

    
    
    
    
                “Do you have a character sheet?” I asked Mabel, handing her both bowls.

“A what?” she confirmed my suspicions. No one else had a character sheet. I was on my own on this one.

“Sometimes I just ask stupid, off-the-wall questions.” I shrugged, putting my elbows on the bar and scanning the room. Mabel looked at the walls like something might jump down from them. “Just ignore me.” To that she nodded and tucked into the chili, her eyes rolling in delight.

“I’ll take a bowl of that,” Beryle called out to me from his usual table, waving a copper in the air.

“I’ve got stew or chili tonight,” I offered, hoping the terms would translate. “Stew comes with a good bread and chili has a side of cornbread.” I had to try the terms sooner or later.

“I’ll try the chili,” he shot back, and I hid my surprise by turning back to the kitchen to fetch his order.

On my way back out, I snagged a couple of vegetables and put them into my pocket. After serving Beryle and giving Mabel his coin, I put the vegetables on the bar beside Mabel. Mabel was as entranced with her bowls as Beryle was with his. I loved seeing my food make people happy. I cast a buff on each of them as they ate. I needed to get that spell up and they didn’t complain. I knew the spell had landed as I could vaguely see the mana coalesce on their shoulders, but they seemed to barely notice.

Basic Buff +1

Exp +10 (300/1200)

“I think we’re getting low on a few vegetables,” I told Mabel, pointing at them. “Do I handle ordering or do you?”

“Beryle’s the spokesman for the farms around here, but if you need something special like spices or what, ya’ll have to order through Chester,” Mabel said between bites.

“Hey Beryle,” I called to him. “You got some more of these?”

“Carrots?” he asked, like I was a little dim. The little ginger-shaped things that tasted a lot like carrots were actually called carrots?

“Yeah, and these?” I held up the potato-like things.

“Potatoes?”

Exp +10 (potion sale)

What? I almost didn’t note what Beryle was saying next. The only thing I’d sold was the chili. I unfocused my eyes and let them run over Beryle and then Mabel. I’d known that my cooking had gained a few stat boosts but to call them potions was a stretch. Did they even know? I couldn’t see a difference in them, but could they feel it? Terra inched silently into the tavern.

“I can get ya another bushel or two of each by end of the week,” Beryle told me. “Now that I know they aint being wasted in a tasteless batch of glue, I’ll get you some good stuff.”

“Thanks.” I nodded to him. The stuff seemed to be named for how they tasted. How was that working anyway? Some of my idioms seemed to baffle them, but others worked okay. The stuff was all named what I’d expected it to be named.

Terra poked her head around the corner of the bar and gave the tavern floor a disdainful sniff. Mabel watched her, but didn’t say anything at first, so I figured it was okay. If this place didn’t have building codes, they probably didn’t have health codes against pets in the workplace either. Terra’s attention was caught by some kind of bug in the straw, and she lunged toward it.

“Got yourself a rat catcher, eh?” Beryle smiled at Terra’s antics as they escalated into some interesting skip slides across a small section of the floor. It was like a live cat video. I wondered if Terra would make a good bard.

“I’m happy as a familiar, thank you,” Terra replied just to me.

“It’s her familiar,” Mabel told Beryle too casually for comfort.

“Oh, ho!” Beryle replied, sniffing the air and raising his eyebrows. “It’s like that, is it?”

“Her name’s Terra,” I explained, not knowing what to make of the attention, or of being outed so casually after Mabel had made a big deal of it before.

“I thought these old bones felt a little better.” Beryle stretched his shoulders. “Got us a witch for a cook? That’ll turn business on its ear.”

“I’d rather folks didn’t know right off,” I admitted, thinking it wasn’t wise to advertise my magic with Beau looking for me.

“I don’t think ya can hide the likes of that, dear,” Mabel told me. “Chester’s already ordering potion recipes. You can’t be keeping secrets in a place like this.”

“Siff’s the closest place to go for a healer, so this is big news in these parts,” Beryle agreed. “This bit of gossip’s already beat out speculation on Daisy’s wedding being so fast, and that was the biggest news around here since Henney had an egg with two yolks.”

“I’m sorry I’m late.” Marlo came swishing into the room, her high-pitched holler causing Terra to flit back behind the bar and then between my ankles. When she noticed that the room was basically empty, she relaxed. “I guess I’m not late.”

“And that would have been the biggest shock of the week if Karma hadn’t showed up.” Mabel exchanged a knowing eye roll with Beryle, who chuckled.

“So, I’m just the fodder of yer jokes now, am I?” Marlo complained, pulling an apron off a hook near the door and putting it on.

“Now? Just now?” Mabel tossed back. “Don’t know when ya haven’t been.”

“You know I’m only late because Ma’s pregnant again,” Marlo whined, and it was eye-watering how the pitch of her voice got even higher with it. I was trying to imagine a pregnant woman old enough to be Marlo’s mother. Marlo wasn’t that young.

“Ma’s Marlo’s prized pig,” Mabel explained with a chuckle at what must have been an odd look on my face. I gave a gusty sigh of relief and that made Beryle snort out a laugh.

“Oooooo!” Marlo squealed, her voice threatening to make my ears bleed. “A kitty!”

Terra had been poking her head out from behind my skirts when Marlo rounded the bar, but now scrunched herself under me in misery.

“If she keeps that up, I’m going to spend the night in our room,” Terra sulked at me.

“Here, kitty kitty,” Marlo tried to coax.

“Marlo,” I said, more to stop her from talking than because I had thought of what to say. “She doesn’t really like high-pitched sounds.” I was proud of myself for coming up with something that I considered the least insulting of what had been going through my mind.

“What do you mean?” Marlo tilted her head at me, and I was frozen like a doe caught in the headlights.

“Your voice,” I told her, at a loss of how to remain polite and still answer the question. “It’s a little high-pitched. Cats have very sensitive ears.”

I looked to Mabel and Beryle for help, but they had both buried their heads in their bowls of delicious food that I had slaved half the day to provide for them. The ingrates. Well, I’d stepped into this social faux pas in the making and I was obviously on my own.

“I’m here,” Terra spoke into my mind. “And I’ll help if I could just get my ears to stop ringing.”

“You don’t like my voice?” Marlo tried to say quietly, but volume wasn’t the problem.

“It’s not that,” I hedged, praying for a miracle. Again, I’m not a cleric, so a deity did not descend and magically make Marlo’s voice bearable. This is why I’d never watched Betty Boop, even as a child. I tried casting heal on Terra and myself. It didn’t work. Our ears hadn’t actually been damaged, just severely annoyed. “I just wonder if you’ve ever had singing lessons?”

At that both Beryle and Mabel snapped wide eyes to me. Hey, I’d taught a two-year-old how to modulate her pitch this way. Don’t look at me that way. It had worked. It was only very briefly as the pair of non-helpers then ducked back into food to escape the conversation.

“Singing?” Marlo’s hurt look bloomed into one of pure confusion. Both shoulders of both of my non-helpers hunched over in anticipation of disaster.

“Sure.” I grappled into my mind for where I was going with this. “It’s just like talking, only you hold onto the note.”

“I don’t understand.” She shook her head of pretty blond curls, and quivering….well, the attributes she had that ensured that most men would forgive her for that voice, at least for a night.

“Okay, so, let’s just say a word together like food,” I suggested, warming up to an old musical I’d loved all my life. “Food.”

“Food,” she replied, but her pitch was, of course, much higher than mine.

“Lower,” I instructed, and got my first ray of hope as she gave me a note that didn’t hurt my ears. “Lower,” and she playfully gave a manly bellow of the word, proving it was possible she could use her throat instead of her nose. I hereby beg forgiveness of anyone who comes from Jersey. I’m not saying that a nasal tone of voice is always bad, but I will go out on a limb and say that combining that nasal tone with a pitch that could break glass is generally… a complete pain to the ears.

“That’s fabulous!” I praised her.

“But I sound like Beryle,” she protested, sliding back up to her normal pitch. “No man wants to marry a woman who sounds like a man! Ma said so.”

“Ma the pig?” I asked, momentarily confused with the verbiage.

“No, silly.” She giggled. “Ma!”

Charm +1

“Ah come on.” I tried to joke my way out of the quicksand that was this conversation. “You’ve heard a woman bard before, right?”

Marlo nodded.

“She didn’t sound like a man, did she? And I’ll bet she could charm a whole room of men, right?”

Charm +1

Marlo looked thoughtful.

“And the first thing a bard learns is how to control their pitch,” I cajoled. “Which one sounds prettier?” I sang the first line of a country song I’d liked as a kid.

“Wow,” Marlo said. “You could be a bard if you sing like that.”

Did I blanch? Keep it together, kid, I told myself sternly. “Unlike you, I’m not pretty enough to be a bard,” I tried to be charming, but I probably didn’t get the sarcasm out of my tone enough to actually be charming.

Charm -1

Okay, maybe I didn’t know what charm was, in this world or my own. Marlo gave me a thoughtful look again, but at least she didn’t look offended. “But which was is more pleasing to the ear,” I refocused. “That way or this one?” I sang the same line only through my nose.

Marlo cocked her head to the side again and I could almost see the light bulb over her head.

“It’s really simple, actually,” I rushed on. “You have a choice. You can sing with your nose or your throat.” I gave her a few samples of each. “Throat or nose? Which one sounds more…?”

“But all that’s singing,” she protested. “I’m no bard.”

“That’s just it. Singing is the same as talking.” I pushed to keep the analogy alive, knowing I could be interrupted by patrons at any moment. “Which one sounds more pleasing?” And I spoke the line instead of singing it at the two different pitches.

“But I don’t know how to do that,” she argued, and I felt like I was losing the whole thing. Who was I to be teaching a girl how to sing or even talk differently? Was there anything really wrong with how she talked? No. But it did hurt my ears.

“I’m just saying that the normal pitch of your voice when you use your nose like that scares my cat, Terra.” I grabbed at the excuse, hoping it excused my very selfish reasons for wanting to “help” Marlo. “If you want her to come to you, you’ll need to use your throat voice instead of your nose voice.”

I was a terrible person. Marlo was probably a perfectly lovely person, and I was being stupidly judgmental because her natural voice annoyed me. I wrestled with my conscience.

Marlo looked down at Terra and back up at me. “Really?” and I could tell that she was trying to use a lower pitch.

Terra peeked out from under my skirt and gave a tiny meow toward Marlo. “I got this,” Terra said in my head.

“Awww.” And Marlo’s pitch hiked back up higher than Roger Taylor in a rock opera.

Terra ducked back behind me.

“I’m sorry, Terra,” Marlo tried again, her voice beautiful at the lower pitch.

Terra rewarded Marlo with another peek. Marlo cooed at Terra a bit and slowly Terra emerged for a bit of petting. When Marlo spoke low and calmly, Terra would inch toward Marlo and when Marlo’s pitch got too excited, Terra would duck back behind me.

“You’re adorable,” Marlo marveled at my little master manipulator, who had, with no words at all, taught what my insulting verbiage had muddled up. “You should stick to the counters once the customers come in, though. That way you won’t get stepped on.”

I cast a surreptitious glance at both Beryle and Mabel, but they seemed not to care. As I looked at them, they were so entranced with the train wreck of our conversation that it took a moment for them to pretend they were eating instead of watching us. Terra gave a gravity defying hop onto the bar in response. Again, no one protested about cat butt on their counters, so I wasn’t going to protest. It wasn’t like I wanted Terra underfoot anyway. I didn’t kid myself that the situation could have rivalled a sit com, but since they didn’t have television at their fingertips, we were likely entertaining enough for the dinner show.

At least it was entertainment enough until the tavern door burst open with more customers. I quickly scanned the faces for Beau, or the instruments of a bard. Seeing none, I relaxed a bit. I ducked back into the kitchen, but returned with my dinner to watch the tavern and see if I could get away with casting buffs.

As I watched and listened to another couple of groups filter in, I realized that the conversation between Beryle, Mabel and I had likely been contrived. Beryle hadn’t even been surprised at the reveal of my familiar, and it really was juicy gossip if an egg having two yolks was the hottest thing for a week around here. They’d likely put it out there so that they wouldn’t inadvertently reveal that they had been talking about it before I’d come into the main room.

Chester and Lily made an early appearance. I waved them over to my table. I was happy to see that Lily still seemed to be in good spirits. I’d been worried that my spell would wear off, like my buff did. I supposed it was more like my heal spell than the buff. I still hadn’t gotten the nerve to cast my buff on the random adventurers that had come in so far. If any of them had access to magic or character sheets, they might not be happy with someone casting at them without permission.

“I made the order we talked about,” Chester told me as he helped Lily sit down next to me.

“Great,” I enthused, glad to have something to talk about that wasn’t in my own head. Terra joined us, sitting on the table at the place setting for the fourth seat. I cast clean on the table, just in case, searching for something to say.

“It felt good to get some cleaning done today,” Lily told me, while Chester flagged Marlo down. Ah, the art of small talk, something most people could do without a nervous sweat. I just nodded, happy when Marlo interrupted.

“Chili or stew?” Marlo asked in a tone that didn’t hurt. Terra rewarded Marlo with a sweet look. Marlo rewarded Terra with a bit of stew meat. I barely resisted rolling my eyes. My cat was better at small talk than I was, and she couldn’t speak out loud. Most of the time I wished I didn’t have to speak at all.

Chester and Lily ordered one each of chili and stew, a few ales, and decided to split a serving of cobbler. It hurt. Chester was attentive the way my husband was most of the time. I didn’t want to think about it, but it ached. I reached out to pet Terra, but my mana was already overcharged, so I couldn’t even comfort myself with that.

“Would you mind if I cast a buff or two on you two?” I asked in a way I should have realized was just a little too abrupt.

“We won’t turn that down.” Lily smiled at me. I cast quickly before they changed their minds.

“Who would?” Chester put in.

“I don’t want to presume.” I shrugged, uncomfortable, but then I rushed on. “I mean, I want to work up my spells and, you know, so I can get better, but I’m afraid of being… I don’t know…” I trailed off, sweeping the room with my hand. “What if someone notices or gets offended or something?”

“The world you live in.” Lily shook her head in bewilderment. “You are so cautiously kind. Where did you live before that someone would object to being made better?”

My mind had a swirl, trying to wrap around that concept. Had I become too cautious? I liked caution. If I offered to help someone, they had better want that help or the next thing I knew, I was the fodder of nastier gossip than this town boasted. In my world, they still burned witches. Maybe not literally, but if you weren’t the correct religion for the person you were talking with, you could find yourself in a lot of trouble.

I cast Lift Spirits on Chester just to see if it would stick.

“That tickles.” He smiled at me, rakishly.

I cast it again on Lily, and she beamed a nice smile. I wondered if I should cast it on myself. On the one hand, I shouldn’t be casting stuff that I didn’t understand on other people, but on the other hand, I didn’t want to somehow forget my family because the memory of them caused me pain. I took a breath and cast it on myself, trying to remain clinically aware of what changes it made.

Lift Spirits +1

Exp +10 (320/1200)

“It does tickle,” I admitted to Chester. It didn’t make me forget the pain, it just let the pain be a background noise instead of a tension between my shoulder blades. It was almost like having a glass of wine after dinner.

I let myself pet Terra and cast Lift Spirits on everyone else in the bar as mana allowed. No one even gave me a look for it. Chester and Lily kept up a polite conversation around me, allowing me to relax into the evening. They liked the chili better than the stew, but only because it was a novel treat. Lily didn’t like the cornbread at all, but Chester was happy to trade his sourdough bread for hers. The cobbler was a hit, and they ordered an extra serving because they couldn’t share evenly, and Chester didn’t want to fight over the last piece.

Lift Spirits +3

Exp +100 (potion sales)

Exp +30 (460/1200)

Terra’s unabashed adoration cheered me up more than Lift Spirits.

“Have either of you ever heard of a character sheet?” I asked Chester, having waited for a pause in their flirting.

Both of them shook their heads. I scanned the room, but no one suddenly tensed up or turned their heads toward us, so I relaxed a little more. I cast my buff at a few folks I figured couldn’t be magic users.

Basic Buff +2

Exp +40 (potion sales)

Exp +20 (520/1200)

The food sales were tallying up to a sweet chunk of experience. If this kept up, I’d level in my sleep.

“There aren’t a lot of magical folks around,” Chester told me, keeping his voice down. Sammi had mentioned that anyone could do it, but it was still rare. That seemed odd to me.

“The bar is magical,” I pointed out, matching Chester’s quiet tone.

“Sure,” Chester admitted. “But it’s an installment of the Merchant’s Guild. They like to make sure they get paid, so they install the bar that does all the accounting and relays orders to a central location.”

Maybe that was why a person like Mabel could run a tavern like this. She had said she didn’t do math, but she seemed to be fully in charge of the running of the tavern. I’d watched coins disappear into that bar over and over.

“The money all goes in, and at the end of the night, it spits out everyone’s cut and magics an order summary to the main guild,” Chester explained. “I only know because mine works the same way.”

“We’d thought about running an independent outpost,” Lily said, happily licking an edge of red goo from her spoon. “But the Merchant’s Guild only takes a small cut of basic sales. We’re only out of potions because the guild is backordered, and the main cities get them first.”

“Sounds like a powerful guild,” I prodded, wanting more information and finding that Chester and Lily were very easy to ask what might seem like weird questions to Mabel.

“They are,” Chester asserted. “If I’d opened independently, I’d have made slightly more profit, but I probably wouldn’t have any stock of magic stuff.”

“Maybe,” Lily put in. “I think there’s some bad blood between the Magic Guild and the Merchant’s Guild.”

“Probably just a negotiation tactic,” Chester brushed it aside. “They’ll be back in stock soon. Thing is, if we do potions locally, all the profit is ours because we’re ordering it independent of the guilds.”

This was politics. I understood politics. It wasn’t like this world wouldn’t have any. There were people and where there were people trying to live with each other people, there would be laws. And where there were laws, there were power plays about who would determine and uphold the laws. And where there were power plays, there were politics. I didn’t want to have any more to do with it here than I had at home. Still, I had to know enough to not get tangled up in it.

“Will it make them mad if they find out you’re going around the system they set up?” I asked. I started casting on people, cautiously at first, but then a little more boldly when no one noticed at all.

“Nah.” Chester waved the air. “They don’t care about my little shop. I’m a tiny outpost in a kingdom of a hundred tiny outposts. In any case, they wouldn’t care anyway. I’m just required to display their merchandise, not be exclusive about it. Otherwise, how would I sell what I make at the forge?”

“Chester only opened the store to be able to have enough other stuff that folks would come in and buy what he makes,” Lily continued, patting Chester’s shoulder. “Smart when there’s not enough horses around to support the smithy on its own.”

“Smart,” I agreed, casting another round of buffs all over the place.


            

    
        Ch 12 - Bush Whacking

    
    
    
    
                The forest behind the tavern was not a hike through the national park trails back home. The trails did not conveniently meander next to sweet little streams that led to breathtaking waterfalls. There were no signs, no maps, and the wildlife was not limited to cute little squirrels, scared rabbits, and the occasional timid deer. When I’d told Mabel that I’d planned to head out into the forest in search of herbs, she’d handed me a large kitchen knife. That should have clued me in to the possibilities. It hadn’t. I realized every one of these things after becoming lost.

Book of herbs in hand, I had naively plunged onto the nearest trail with a sack, a butcher knife, and noble intentions. Thanks to Chester, I was two recipes richer, so I’d headed out as soon as my morning cooking had been set to simmer. As I stared down a large vorpal bunny, I was wondering how I could have been so stupid as to treat a forest in an RPG gaming environment as an herb garden in a cartoony fairy tale. I was losing my gamer-card over this one.

Terra hissed from a tree branch near me, distracting the bunny for a moment. When I say bunny, what I mean is that it was relatively bunny shaped, but with sharp front teeth and two feet tall. I took the distracted moment to lunge forward awkwardly with my kitchen knife. I had meant to think all this through, but I’d been up buffing tavern customers half the night, and then paging through my new book and recipes.

Here I was, level five already and I hadn’t fought a single thing. I didn’t have a single combat skill. I didn’t even have a reasonable weapon or armor! The bunny dodged and took a bite out of my wrist.

Health -6 (234/240)

At least I had more health due to levelling up both my Cook profession and my class. The experience from the potions had doubled up by counting for my cooking as well. I had great stats… as a COOK. Remembering a little late that I was a magic-user, I used my left hand to snap my fingers and throw a Sparkler at the bunny. Not liking that in the least, the bunny charged at me. Did I mention it had spikes at the end of its ears? It was really more like little stingers.

Skill Learned: Duel Wielding

Health -4 (230/240)

You have been poisoned!

I aimed my next Sparkler at those poisonous ears. I felt a little woozy already. The bunny charged again.

Health -10 (220/240)

Another ear out of commission and I thought maybe I had a chance. I had my butcher knife in my right hand still and was now easily casting Sparkler out of my left hand. The bunny was really mad now and grabbed my femur with its teeth as I stabbed down into its back, imagining rabbit pot pie for dinner tomorrow night.

Skill Learned: Knife Fighting.

Health -10 (210/240)

That’s when that stupid stew fodder took it to the next level. With its teeth sunk deep into my right thigh, it reared back and raked its back paws straight down my shin. My vision went a little gray, but I still managed to stab and flame the sucker.

Health -30 (180/240)

Skill Learned: Poison Resistance

Dual Wielding +1

Knife Fighting +1

Will +1

You are bleeding profusely.

My knee buckled and I cried out, taking me down to eye level with the thing. Now I was mad, though it was probably just a product of adrenaline. I was glad I was the type to fight instead of fly. I didn’t think those thoughts at the moment. I didn’t think anything. I just blindly stabbed one eye with my knife and snapped a Sparkler into the other. Both little eyeballs popped like water balloons and the bunny’s teeth finally let go of my leg.

Health -20 (160/240)

You are bleeding and poisoned.

The bunny twitched once more and then lay still. It was only then that I noticed Terra had her sharp little teeth in the bunny’s neck and her claws sunk deep into its sides. Between the two of us, we’d killed the thing. I sank back on my butt in shock. What was I thinking?

You have killed a Rabbit – Exp +200 (320/1800)

“Heal,” Terra urged me though the fog in my mind.

I cast heal on her and I could almost hear her roll her eyes at me. She had come through the episode completely unharmed, so my spell failed. It was enough to snap me out of it so that I cast heal on myself. I watched my leg as if it belonged to someone else, and I was grateful that the shock was keeping the pain in check. I don’t know how many times I cast heal, but Terra had to butt her head up under my hand to get me to stop.

I was full health and petting Terra when the shock wore off. I shook myself and then cast clean a few times to get rid of the blood everywhere. It would attract predators. Obviously, I wasn’t ready for anything bigger than that bunny. I reached out to clean the bunny and it dissolved under my touch.

Loot: 3 rabbit meat, 1 ragged rabbit fur, rabbit tail puff

The loot went straight into my inventory. I had an INVENTORY!!?! I could just see Sammi somewhere laughing their little tutu off as I sat, mouth hung open, looking at a 20-slot inventory. I looked at the sack I’d thought I’d needed. I looked back at the inventory. Not only did I have an inventory, there was stuff in it. Helpful stuff. I blame it on having barely recovered from the shock of the fight that I was so flummoxed over the inventory.

The inventory box faded from my view, but I thought the word inventory and it came back up. As to what was in it? There was a dagger, two small pouches of dried herbs, three stacks of glass vials, and a set of culinary knives. There was also a guidebook. Don’t get so excited like I did. The guidebook only held the information I knew so far. Well, it also had the basic instructions of how to pull up the inventory, map, and quest indexes.

I did realize that the forest wasn’t a place to study the book. I put everything from my hands into the inventory. I was now healed and buffed, but the poison continued to make my stomach sick and my head a little off kilter. I took the time to blur my eyes and look deeply into the mana that swirled in my leg. I could see the darkened tinge to it. My heal pushed back the damage, but it didn’t fix that. I focused and… nudged the mana to a different… pitch? I’ve tried to explain it to others, but they don’t get it.

Spell Learned: Cure Poison

Exp +30 (350/1800)

I cast my new spell and felt the poison lift from me with a sigh. It was like my natural mana was happy to see it go. I had no idea then how rare the talent of manipulating mana was. It was so rare that it didn’t even show up in my skills because the Nemesis Engine didn’t know how to classify it. Instead, the Nemesis Engine just kept giving me new spells.

Cure Poison +1

Exp +10 (350/1800)

Once I knew the spell name, I didn’t have to focus on the mana to make it do these things. I only had to give it a gesture and that would cast the spell for me. I didn’t need the gesture. The gesture just allowed me to not have to think about how I was using the mana. It was quicker that way.

“I sense something coming,” Terra warned me from her perch in the tree next to me.

I scrabbled to my feet and put the dagger in my right hand. I could snap with my left hand, so I could cast my one offensive spell that way. However, I was right-handed and needed my primary hand to stab. I hadn’t learned sword-fighting in my spare time back at home. Sure, I’d played with boffers, but my husband was so much better than I was at it that it had felt impossible to learn. I preferred psychology or trickery when up against a human opponent, and I’d never liked hunting animals. I was now and forever forward changing that opinion about rabbit hunting. It was always rabbit season for me now. And if I found a duck?

This time I was ready for whatever came out of the woods toward us. No, I wasn’t. This world was so bizarre. How was a two-headed deer with spiral antlers and sharpened hooves fair? I briefly considered climbing the tree that Terra was in, then squared my shoulders and said my final prayers. A sparkler and a dagger seemed woefully inadequate to the reach and size of the thing in front of me.

It looked at me and froze. I was poised to snap my sparkler at it, staring deep into the thing’s eyes. Terra hissed and the deer spooked and darted back into the woods it had come out of.

I pulled up my map and followed it and the trail back toward the tavern and safety. If I was going to be exploring the forest, I needed a better offensive spell or a crossbow or a rocket launcher. Herbs would have to wait, or I’d have to buy them at first. There was no way I was going back into that forest until I could one-shot a stupid bunny.

I was going to spend the afternoon playing with Sparkler on the rocks at the chicken coop, but I found it full of chickens… that weren’t chickens. Have you ever seen a two-foot-long chameleon trying to blend into a neon chartreuse background? That was what this world called a chicken. As I stood there gaping at them, I found out why the door had seemed singed. They spat Sparklers when startled.

My appearance wasn’t enough to startle them, but when Terra gracefully leapt from the limb of a nearby tree and onto the top of their cage, they spat like little demons. Terra gave an indignant hiss at them as she bounded back into her tree, out of reach of their mere two-inch range for the spell. Thinking I didn’t want to teach them a longer range, I opted to practice my spell at the forge. Maybe Chester would be there.

“I like the cat trees here better than the ones at home,” Terra commented as we walked to the forge. I walked. Terra sprang from limb to limb and tree to tree. It was likely getting her stats up to do so, but I doubted that was why she did it. It was much more likely that she liked the way the birds scattered out of her way. There was something odd about the birds too. They looked very much like the birds that I knew from home. That was what I found odd at this point.

There were now three goats in the stable. Goats looked like dachshunds, only they had a single blunt horn on their heads, cloven feet, and tongues that were three feet long. I stood staring at them too long. That’s how I knew the length of the tongues. They liked licking things. Don’t leave your mouth open around them. That’s all I’ll say. I don’t kiss and tell.

I rounded a corner and walked into a forge that looked more normal than any animal that didn’t fly around here. If the chickens flew, I didn’t want to know. I’d had my fill of newness by the time I sat on a stool near the billows. I put my head in my hands and sobbed out the last vestiges of the shock that had taken me in the forest.

            

    
        Ch 13 - Forging Skills and Relationships

    
    
    
    
                “We likely won’t have eggs or milk for a few days,” Chester told me, breaking the silence in the forge. My sniffling had subsided abruptly when he entered, and I wondered if I was again where I wasn’t supposed to be.

“I was looking for a place to practice my spells again,” I tried to explain even though he hadn’t objected to my presence.

“I’m happy for the buffs,” he shrugged and pretended to clean up some tools that were already orderly.

“I needed somewhere to practice up my fire spell,” I told him, casting the buffs on him because I could. “The chicken coop isn’t really safe for that today.”

“Cast away,” he offered, waving his hand toward the forge.

“If you’re working today, I can find somewhere else to practice,” I said, brushing off my skirt. I could have just cast clean, but I was already uncomfortable with how much higher my maid skills were than my combat ones.

“Nah, Lily was right when she said there wasn’t enough blacksmithing work around here to keep me busy. Besides, I like to watch you work,” he admitted bashfully. “I keep hoping I’ll figure out what you’re doing.”

“You want to cast spells?” I asked, surprised.

“It couldn’t hurt,” he hedged.

I wondered if I could teach him. Sammi had said teaching was possible. I’d done some training back at home. I had been a corporate trainer for several years. I taught computers when DOS was switching to Windows. If I could teach legal secretaries to give up the blue screen of Word Perfect for a mouse and macros, I could teach magic, right?

“I can try to teach you,” I offered.

“Really?” Lily peeked around the door. She’d been listening at the door?

I gave her a quizzical look.

“It’s just that business in a little place like this is very slow,” she rushed to explain. I didn’t know why they were both so nervous about it. “And seeing all the adventurers come in with sacks of silver sure makes adventuring look appealing.” A sleepy little place sounded perfect to me, but by the look of Lily and Chester, maybe it was too quiet for them.

“I just got ambushed by a rabbit with poisonous ears,” I scoffed at myself. “It nearly picked my calf clean of meat to feed to its many babies. I don’t know that I have a lot to teach, but I will teach what I know.”

“I was worried about you going out there alone,” Lily gave a light-hearted backhand to Chester’s shoulder.

“She did tell me to stop you,” he admitted, sheepishly. Terra brushed up against him. “But I thought since you knew so much magic and were brewing up potions already that you probably knew what you were doing.”

I laughed at that, probably harder than I should have. “I’m a babe in the woods.”

“Then you just need a little help is all,” Lily encouraged me. “You could teach me to heal, and I could make sure that you stayed healthy.”

“And I could put on some of this armor, and I’ve got enough swords to use,” Chester put in, getting excited. “I’m not a great tank, but I can swing one of these if someone was behind me making sure I didn’t die from a bunny while I was trying to learn.”

“And we’d only be gone in the afternoons, when nobody’s coming through anyway,” I figured, liking this idea a lot.

“I like them too,” Terra told me silently, giving them a quick meow of approval.

“Let’s see if I can teach this stuff,” I rubbed my hands together.

I cast my Sparkler spell at the forge a few times to see how I might teach it, then I took Lily’s hand in mine. I had no idea how magic was normally taught in this world, but I was willing, and able to be patient. Lily was similarly patient. She didn’t see mana like I did, but she could feel it. I found I could push her mana around a little. Once she figured out what I was doing, she opened up to me and it became even easier.

I guided her hands and her mana into the motions I used for my clean and mend spells. When she got drained so quickly, I found I could push my mana into her almost like I had with Lift Spirits. She didn’t refresh from petting Terra the way I did, so I couldn’t use that. She also couldn’t see my spell book. The pages were blank to her. Just like they couldn’t see their own character sheets, they didn’t really get a class either.

Spell Taught: Clean

Spell Taught: Mend

Spell Learned: Mana Boost

Skill Learned: Teaching

Exp +90 (440/1800)

I got experience for teaching both of them. I got experience when they levelled under my tutelage. It was like a magical pyramid scheme, and I was going to use it for all it was worth. Lily did level. So did Chester. I taught Chester the buffing spells. I figured that he could use his pool of mana to buff before a fight and she could learn the heals to use during the fight. From what I could tell, they didn’t see themselves as levelling as much as they just realized they were getting better.

This is where I’m just going to stop having this silly quill write out all the experience gained. I figured it out later that teaching a spell got me twenty experience, and when they levelled up, I got a whopping hundred and fifty experience. Just sit back and imagine you can hear the ka-chings racking up those experience points for me.

Skill Learned: Identify

Finally, I could see their stats! I could see their levels and their Health and Mana pools as actual numbers floating around them. I could sit here and bore you with how I levelled up each stat, skill, and spell for me and my new party but why? Suffice it to say that I got an upgrade to Sparkler.

Spell Upgraded to Flare

A party was just what I’d needed. Well, what I really needed was for that spell to level up to fireball, but a party meant I could focus more on offensive spells. Healing was great, but I wanted to be able to do damage too. I needed to. If Beau walked into the tavern tonight, I was doomed. Even if we were the same level, I didn’t have enough to defeat him. Most of my spells were helpful… in the kitchen, as a maid, or in a clinic.

I set Lily and Chester to practicing, something they were having a bit of fun doing. We’d gotten into a rhythm. I sent a Sparkler at Chester. Chester tried to block or dodge it. Lily healed him when he failed. Chester didn’t seem to mind the pain of Sparkler, but when it upgraded to Flare, we had to change the game. I taught Spark to Lily, and they played on their own. Every once in a while, when they slumped over, I would boost their mana and return to my own studies.

Spark had done 3-4 points of damage. Sparkler had added a control aspect and increased the damage to 8-9 points. Flare had taken the control element out and increased the damage to 15-19 points. I started studying the mana as it flowed through the motions of Flare. The forge oven was the perfect place to cast into.

I tried changing the flavor of the mana that shot out. I say mana and frequencies but that’s only because it was so hard to describe some invisible force that I could almost see, almost feel, and sometimes alter in little ways. Fire felt angry and spicy, but also passionate and warm. As I changed the feel of the mana in the spell, I edged it toward something sweeter. It fought me, so I let it slide more to the side into sour and got a new spell.

Spell Learned: Casting Stone

That was more like it. I joined the game again until the damage upgraded.

Spell Upgraded: Stone Skin

It wasn’t a buff. It literally turned a patch of the target’s skin to stone. It took me a while to figure out how to soften the skin, but I was never going to need hand lotion again.

Spell Learned: Soften Curse

I went back to Flare and tried to take it to sweet again, sliding the other sideways this time into a saltier flavor.

Spell Learned: Soft Breeze

It was useless except as a minor puff of air, so I joined the game again until it upgraded.

Spell Upgraded: Breeze

It was like the spells I was learning were given so reluctantly that they were practically useless. On the other hand, I was getting a bunch of free spells with it.

When I combined Breeze and Stone Skin, I had my biggest ah ha moment since I’d arrived.

Spell Learned: Moisten

And there it was. I had all four elements. I laughed at myself and got Chester wet. Lily laughed too.

And here I’d told you I wouldn’t bore you with my grinding. Thanks for being a little patient. I kept it as brief as I could. You really are a good sport to go reading through all that. I might not have. Fast forward now, okay? It was getting dark, so we called it a night and were all ready for dinner at the tavern. It only took a few minutes to put the finishing touches on things. Lily and Chester spent that time freshening up, I would guess. In any case, they were very cheerful when they made it to the tavern an hour later.

Spell Upgraded to Create Water

I didn’t have to go to the well anymore. Beau didn’t show up that night. I managed another class and profession level through the sale of my food, and all the practice we’d done in the forge. I took my buffs up a little, but I went to bed early rather than fight the headache my day had brought on. Turned out creating spells was exhausting, but I was hooked on it. Mana was my new friend and I’d cherished, seduced, taunted and teased it to do my will. It was like painting with emotions and flavors. My natural creativity kicked in so hard, I found it hard to stop. I passed out in my bed still playing with the flows of it.

By morning, I had yet another level and more skill levels. I practically skipped down the back stairs to my chores. I was up earlier and fast to work. It wasn’t work. It was a joy, helping me forget my troubles as the morning sun made its way over the treetops of the forest. During my morning cooking, I figured out another spell that I’d been wanting.

Spell Learned: Freshen

The stale bread from the day before perked up. The stores in the pantry were upgraded in quality. The dried herbs became fresh ones. I used my new culinary knives with relish, making relish. I found I could pull freshness out of something to cure it a little.

Spell Upgraded: Preservation

I nearly danced through my morning cooking. Terra danced with me like we were YouTube stars in the making. By the time Mabel came in for her breakfast, I was half-sprawled into a corner chair and Terra was caught in a sunbeam from the back door.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I called out to her as she scooped some honeyed oats into a bowl for herself. My mind was already spinning with how to make a mana version of baking soda for some oatmeal cookies.

“You’re awfully cheerful this morning,” Mabel grumped, but my happiness was undeterred by her normal morning grumpiness.

“The sun is shining but not too hot,” I gushed stupidly. “The outhouses are clean, the rabbit pot pies are resting and desserts already bubbling and I have a date with the forest as soon as my partners get here this morning. What’s not to be cheerful about?”

“So, you’ve seen him already?” Mabel asked, sending a chill down my spine.

“Who?” It wasn’t fair. I was happy and just a day away from close to ready.

“That bard you’d asked Marlo about before?” she confirmed my worst dread, sending my stomach plummeting into my shoes.

“He’s here?” I squeaked out in barely a whisper. Terra nudged me with her head, and I petted her, trying not to lose my mind.

“Showed up last night asking if we had any strangers around,” Mabel settled down on her favorite stool and began to eat.

“And what did you say?” I was ready to throw up.

“Nothing stranger than you,” she joked, not noticing that it fell flatter than my cookies.

“You told him I was here?” I asked firmly.

“What?” she finally seemed to notice that I was not amused. “You look terrible. Are you alright?”

“No,” I whispered, my eyes darting from the tavern doorway to the back stairs. “Does he know I’m here? And where is he? Mabel, just answer me quickly.”

“He’s upstairs, probably sleeping off all the ales folks bought for him,” Mabel admitted, setting down her bowl. “We didn’t tell him nothing. Marlo said we had a new cook, but…”

I was out the back door and halfway to the forest when I heard his drawling voice.

“You can run, but you can’t hide from the quest,” he called. It was his voice, but it sounded even more honeyed than when I’d known him. I didn’t pause to see his face.

“I challenge you to a duel tonight,” he yelled out from the doorway. I felt the challenge wrap around me and knew that he’d done something. Something formal. I was bound to return.

All I knew was that I wasn’t ready. I was at half mana, my Beauty stat around my ankles, and my offensive spells almost useless at the levels they were at. Two minutes ago, I’d been as hopeful and happy as I’d managed to be since I’d arrived.

Terra must have tripped him up. He cursed and I turned in time to see him kick at her. I almost ran back for her. I identified him and my heart sank lower. He was level ten! How was he such a high level? How had he gotten here so quickly? He had a sword at his hip, and a mandolin over his shoulder. I saw a limp gray form near the well. Was she dissolving?

“Run,” she told me, her voice weak in my mind.

I gulped and hated myself. I prayed harder than I’d ever prayed before that Terra had gotten somewhere safe. I could summon her once I got to the relative safety of the forest. She’d better be okay, or I’d kill him. Maybe I only had to defeat him, but now I thoroughly wanted to kill him. Then I thought about the forest and bunnies, and changed direction for the chicken coop. I’d take my chances with them, since I might as well be a larger version of one of them.

            

    
        Ch 14 - Beau, the Bard vs. Chicken Little

    
    
    
    
                I sank low, sliding into the stream at the edge of the chicken coop. Nothing could have been lower than how my heart clenched; my mind completely attached to my last glimpse of Terra fading away. I scanned the forest around me carefully, then took the time to cast Summon Witch’s Familiar. At first, I didn’t think it was working. Oh, why hadn’t I practiced this spell? Did I have to summon her before she faded away. Sammi had said she couldn’t be taken from me, but could she die? Had that monster killed her?

I almost didn’t have the nerve to stay still while a little form started to come into focus. If he followed… but why would he? According to the quest, he had to epically defeat me. He couldn’t do that without an audience, could he? That was why he’d set our duel for tonight. The tavern would be full of cheering fans, especially if he’d already gotten a head start in charming them after I’d gone to sleep the night before.

Terra’s front paw hit my leg and I nearly sobbed. Who am I kidding? You know I was bawling like a baby, right? Don’t worry. Terra made it. She truly is a magical being now and cannot be destroyed unless I am. I’m touched by your concern though. Thank you. Where was I? Oh, yeah, crying in the stream. They should write a song about that. They did actually. But, I digress. Thank you again for your patience.

I sat cuddling Terra as she reassured me. My perfect little ball of grey fur was okay and in my arms. Not that my arms were safe at this point. Looking back at it, I sure used to be a whiny little thing. I mean, Beau was almost twice my level, but you’re not getting a very good picture of my character. I get better. Really. It was really hard on me. I’d been on track to become a doctor, which I’d really thought would change everything. I’d spent thirty years of my previous existence trying to get my act together and had finally had the brass ring in my sight! Getting to that point had been a lifetime of seeming hopelessness. To be back in that helpless place was… well, too depressing for this book. Just hang on a bit.

“I’m alive as long as you are,” Terra told me, pushing into my petting like I was the best person alive, even though I’d left her in the dirt only moments before.

“I wanted you to run, remember?” Terra was more forgiving of me than I was. “I told you to run. Thank you for running.”

I had to keep my sobs silent, but the sparking of the chickens probably covered the little hiccups and coughs that escaped. I petted Terra and pulled myself together. It was only after my mana hit full that I cast clean on both Terra and myself. She was very appreciative.

“Karma?” I heard Lily call out. “Is that you?”

“Is anyone with you?” I whispered, sounding like a paranoid freak even to my own ears.

“No,” Lily replied, concern laced into her tone. “I came out to see if the chickens laid any eggs. I figured it was too soon, but I was hopeful.”

Lily rounded the coop and gasped at the sight of me. Even cleaned up I must have looked bad. “What’s wrong?”

“B-B-B-“ I babbled stupidly. Would Lily and Chester forever be finding me in a heap of tears?

Lily patiently sat beside me on a rock near the stream. I had almost pulled myself together until she took my hand and I almost started crying again. This was stupid. I needed my spine. My daughter was on the other side of an epic fight with Beau, the Bard. I grasped my daughter’s image to my mind like a steel bar for my spine. Beau wasn’t some larger-than-life superstar. He was a man boy in a boy’s body. I took a deep breath and tried again to talk. What had come over me anyway?

“Beau,” I panted out, wrestling my withered ego back under control.

“I didn’t see him last night,” Lily told me. “Chester did though. Why?”

“I’m supposed to defeat him in a personally epic battle,” I was ashamed of how my voice broke. “He kicked Terra.” Never let it be said that I wasn’t prone to the casual non-sequitur, or the occasional double negative, but only when stressed. Terra was just all I’d had from my world.

“Ah, poor Terra,” Lily reached out to pet Terra, casting her heal as she did it. Terra returned the attention with a purr. “She seems alright now.”

“She’s a familiar,” I explained. “I resummoned her after I saw him kick her into the dirt near the well.”

“What an awful man,” Lily exclaimed.

“I agree,” I affirmed, glad to not be alone. Why had I felt alone? What kind of magic did Beau have?

“Chester said he sang like a dream, but if he hurt our Terra, he’s a nightmare and I’ll help you in any way I can.”

“Thanks,” I said, glum again, “but I have to defeat him personally.”

“Why?”

“It’s a quest?” I answered weakly.

Lily nodded like that made perfect sense, but I’m pretty sure she was just humoring me.

I wanted very much to blame my mental state on some machination of Beau, but I can admit it probably wasn’t. I really had to turn this around in my mind. I wrestled with my pessimism. It was an African crocodile, and not the friendly one my old friend Shirley had when she was growing up. It wanted to drown me. I had to flip it, like Shirley taught me in crocodile wrestling. Yeah, you think that’s a metaphor, but she knows better. Ask her.

I thought of Shirley. Whenever I thought my life was the most awful thing ever, I thought of her. It wasn’t that I was doomed tonight. I was one tricky fight away from being able to see my daughter again. Beau wasn’t going to kill me. He was a man-boy whose greatest talent was a swinging charisma. I was clever. He could have been ten levels above me, and I’d still have the advantage. My memory of Shirley kicked that crocodile’s ass. No smiling now.

“If I complete the quest and defeat Beau in this challenge he’s issued,” I tried to explain, “then my daughter can join me here.”

“You have a daughter?” she asked, her mind seeming to skip to the most important bit to her. “Chester and I have been trying, but…”

And somehow, we’d entered into a conversation that we could have had over a cup of hot chocolate at a little bookstore in the country. Afterward we’d grab an ice cream cone and sit at the counter to gossip about how our husbands were doing. My mind skittered again. Come back mind! I called. Yeah, not really stable at this point. What? It’s hard to admit how weird things got that day.

Rather than bore you, since I know you really want to get to the epic battle in the next chapter, we’ll shortcut this section too. You’re welcome. Again.

Lily sneaked back to grab Chester and we spent the day killing woodland animals that looked nothing like woodland animals in a fruitless effort to bolster my stats before the epic duel. Chester and Lily levelled up nicely and so did I. My offensive spells were still pretty pathetic compared to what I imagined Beau’s to be. I made sure to be full health and mana before I hit the back door of the tavern.



I gave my kitchen a longing look, but I could hear him playing his mandolin in the main room. It wouldn’t do any good to hide away. I spooned up a bowl of rabbit pie and stuck a half a baguette in it to soak. Neither Terra nor I were very hungry. His music was soothing and soft and better than he could play when I’d known him. I took my bowl to the main room after a brief pause in the doorway to take a breath.

He looked just like he had in high school, only less dorky and more hunky. His eyes were a little smokier; his lips just a bit fuller. His shoulders were wider, but his legs still as lanky as ever. His hair, bald when I’d last seen him, was full of blond waves that he couldn’t have bought at a salon when we were younger.

“You’re a cook?” he said to me, his voice more melodious than it had been at its peak, even with that derisive sneer as he said my profession.

“No surprise that you’re a bard,” I replied, knowing that not answering his question would annoy him. Let him think I was just a cook.

“Same old…” he nodded, his fingers never pausing from the mandolin.

“Karma,” I supplied my name before he said my old one.

He gave a little laugh that had him miss a note and I was gratified. I raised my eyebrows at him.

“I’m your worst nemesis?” I scoffed a bit, leaning against the door jam as if the whole thing was a class reunion with no stakes at all.

“Fourth,” he smirked, his eyes insulting. “I’ve already defeated two and one defeated themselves.”

“This is rather civil for a duel,” I let the insulting look and words drift by. I pushed off the doorway to enter the room, trying to act unintimidated by his.. anything. I placed my bowl on the bar and went to take a bite.

“Nothing to do until enough folks get here to make it epic,” he stopped playing his instrument and stood to walk toward me.

“Ah,” I put my spoon back in the bowl and resisted the urge to back away from him. It should be enough that the bar was between us. I was calmer than this morning, but not as calm as I wanted him to think I was. “Turned out I really was autistic,” I blurted out, stupidly.

In high school he’d fallen for an autistic girl, even written a song for her. When he’d described her, I’d felt immediate kinship with her. The song he’d written for her resonated with me. He’d chided me for being jealous and a hypochondriac. I hadn’t known better at the time. I hadn’t gotten tested until much later on in life, when we’d tested my daughter and the tester had tagged me as on the spectrum as well. It had been missed for so many years. I didn’t think I still blamed him for it. After all, I’d turned it into a win by using my obsessive traits to study pre-med classes.

“On the spectrum,” I clarified, taking it to the politically correct terminology of our world. He leaned on the bar between us in a way that made me uncomfortable, and I berated myself for giving him any power over me.

“How’s the husband?” Beau asked, leaning on his side of the bar.

My husband used to be his best friend before I’d come to town on a dare. Beau had been having a campout that was a thinly veiled excuse for an orgy. His best friend had taken one look at me and fallen fast. A year later, he was my husband instead of Beau’s friend at all. I guess we both had little things that we didn’t like about each other.

“You might as well take it,” I offered the bowl, “I’ve lost my appetite.” I backed away to lean against the door jam again, letting him have the meal. “I cooked it before you interrupted me this morning. There’s pie too. Cherry.”

“Nice,” he said, smelling the bowl. Yeah, because I’d had his cherry once, and now he could have some of mine.

“A copper for the meal, Bard,” Mabel cut into our conversation. “It wouldn’t hurt you to tip the girl, either. You made enough off the locals last night to afford it.” I was gratified to hear that Mabel was on my side. It figured that she wouldn’t take kindly to him bilking coin off the locals like Beryle who hadn’t even had enough coin for dessert that first night I was here.

“Easy, tiger,” he drawled to her with dripping charm, tossing two coppers at Mabel and one to me. “Pour me an ale too, if you don’t mind serving me.”

Mabel grumbled a little, but she served him an ale. Her two coins slipped into the bar, but mine lay there between us. I stared at it for a hard moment.

“You take it, Mabel,” I told her, pushing off the door frame again. “Tell Beryle his dessert’s on me tonight.”

I left the room to get another bowl of rabbit pot pie, careful to get a good helping of crust for myself, my favorite part. If it was to be my last meal, I’d at least enjoy it. I took a big bite of it before going back into the main room, forcing myself to chew and swallow it carefully.

“He’s eating it,” Terra told me, and I smiled to myself. We’d killed a few more of those rabbits in the woods and I’d had one poison sac in the loot. I wasn’t sure he’d take the bait. I waited another few minutes to let the smile fade so I wouldn’t give it away. I shoved another bite of the delicious rabbit pie into my mouth to keep the smile down as I walked through the doorway.

“I’m glad she’s okay,” Beau nodded toward Terra between mouthfuls of my lovingly made baguette. She was cleaning herself while stoically ignoring him from her perch on the bar. “I didn’t mean to kick her. You know how cats can get underfoot.”

I chewed thoughtfully, choosing not to respond. I watched him as he finished the pot pie, using the end of the baguette to scrape up the last bits of the gravy. I ate carefully, watching the mana surge around him and then turn slightly gray near his stomach. It wasn’t epic, but I hoped it would help.

We both watched the door as some adventurers laughed their way in. In another hour, we’d have enough patrons to qualify under any definition of epic. Beau sent a chagrinned look to the bowl and then a tip of the hat gesture to me as he picked up his instrument and began to play again. I was guessing he’d just gotten the notification that he’d been poisoned.
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                The next morning’s stew was lovely… Just kidding. No really. Don’t stop reading. It was a bad joke, and I shouldn’t have done it. You’re a good sport, though. I admire that about you. Just give me a second. Did you see the look on your face? Just a second to stop laughing. Yes, it was terrible, and I apologize. Really. Clears throat. Deep breath.

I used my identify skill on Beau. He’d sauntered over to the fire pit in the middle of the room, using it as a stage for his playing. I ignored his music, trying to focus on the information my skill gave me. He slid his mandolin over his shoulder and began to play. I was a sucker for music and that was beautiful. I was not a sucker for the person who played the music.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 310/320) (Mana 220/280)

He seemed to be spending mana as I watched his stats change. I took a closer look at the mana around him. His playing was how he was casting. Well, of course. He was a bard. He looked down at his hand, letting a clump of hair fall coyly over his eyes. The song he was playing seemed to be healing him up as the poison dribbled a few health points at a time away from the total. He had more health than I did, but I had more mana.

Will +1

I did some quick math and realized I’d have to cast Flare twenty-two times to bring his health to zero. I had almost twice the mana I needed to do that. Now if I could just get him to stand still for the whole thing, I’d be fine.

“How did you get here so fast?” I asked, more to get out of my own head than because it mattered. “I thought the rules were that you had to be ten days away?”

I could see him thinking through my question. Beau had always been one to play things really close to his chest. He wasn’t going to blather out a villain speech if it might give me any advantage. I let him think, our eyes locked across the room.

Okay, he looked good. I could admit it. I suppose he had to, being a bard. Charm was one of his main attributes. He’d dressed the part. His big puffy-sleeved shirt made his shoulders seem broad. The brightly colored vest was as tight as his leather pants. He even had a hat with a colorful band and several long plumes jauntily stuck up out of it. And his eyes were liquid gold. All of it turned my stomach, but not in the way he wanted it to.

That had always been our problem. Beau just didn’t do it for me. Pretty boys never had. I had two ex-husbands and several ex-boyfriends who could attest to that. Knights in shining armor loved to save me from the bad boys that appealed to me. Between that and the fact that bad boys often turned out to be knights in shining armor on a bad day, I had only found one that did do it for me. Unfortunately for Beau, that had been his best friend.

“The Nemesis Engine is just a program with rules,” he explained vaguely. He thought he was being charmingly mysterious.

“So, you cheated?” I cocked my head to the side, putting a blank look on my face. He’d always liked me better when he could pretend that I was stupid.

“The system doesn’t let you cheat,” he gave a secretive smile.

“There was no way you could have been level three when you got me stuck here,” I countered. We did have an audience and I was painfully aware of it. He should have been at least nine days travel away. If he’d come in last night, that had only been three days. He should only have been three levels above me.

“And yet, you’ve managed to get up to level six already,” he said, his melody changing slightly. People were struck by the tableau. The tension in the room was intensely sexual. Beau and I had tons of chemistry. I just hated the guy, and not in a foreplay kind of way.

“Not quite an even fight.” I let my eyes drift half closed. If he was going to play the sex card, I could play it back. I didn’t have to show him how much I hated him for this whole mess.

Charm +1

I had fifty years of experience as a girl in a world where flirting was my only defense against a world ruled by men. It wasn’t that I didn’t know how. It was that I resented the need to do it. My own parents had each told me, in their own individual ways, that it was as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor one. I was a product of that age.

“When was it ever?” he smoothly whispered, and I almost felt sorry for him. The tune changed again, and I nearly groaned aloud, my eyes drifting closed.

The room stilled. I took a quick glance around and wondered how so many people had walked in when I wasn’t looking. It wasn’t going to take an hour to fill the room. Beau had started this fight and he’d started it playing dirty. He sang the song we’d written together.

“Calling me at midnight,” he crooned the first words. “How could I refuse. Who were you? Who was I? I was yours to use. Take me home, night caller. Take me with the midnight winds. Take me with you when you go from here, anywhere…”

They were smitten. Everyone was smitten with this song. They always had been. I’d written the words and he’d written the music. The problem was that Beau had wanted the song to be about him. It never had been.

“Night caller, playing all your games,” he began the chorus. Sexual tension charged the air. His bitterness tinged the mana in the whole room. Their sympathy was his. I had to do something or this was going to be over on a sigh.

“Night caller, didn’t even know your name,” I fell into the countermelody, our duet. And we were suddenly in a fight over the mana in the room.

“A night together should be wrong,” we sang together. We were not Dolly and Kenny, but we were something. I’d had a lover in my mind. I’d been dating Beau, but it hadn’t been working. Our music was great, but I wanted to leave our relationship there. Then again, I’d been his first. He hadn’t been mine.

Our relationship was in this song for him, but he’d never been the one the song was about. I’d found my relationship with a spiritual essence. Beau had wanted to be that god of my life. He sang the song like it was his, but I couldn’t do that. To him, he was the dark lover in the night who took me away from the pain of my homelife. I could feel the energy in the room turn to him as I backed out of the song.

The melody was haunting. “Love me or let me go, no…” I turned away from him. I always did. “Turn, turn, turn around.”

I’d been telling him that I was leaving him. He was begging me not to go. The song took on that yearning of first love, lost.

The echo of the song resonated long after he’d let it drift into another song. All my guilt had been brought forward. All his bitterness. The mana in the room was thick and it was like it didn’t belong to me. This was the battle? Had I already lost? Then I realized, Beau had switched back to the little melody that had been healing him and I looked back over my shoulder at him.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 220/320) (Mana 150/280)

Slick. The jerk. He’d been prepared to defeat me with my own song. I had to admit it was epic. If I looked closely, I could see his stupid little smirk at the edge of his eyes. His mouth was mournful, but his eyes couldn’t lie. He’d sacrificed his health, allowing the poison to take him down, while he played our song for a room that lapped it up. They were his dogs. Twenty people clapped, money dropped in his upturned hat, and people glared at me as if I’d kicked the dog.

“You must be kidding,” I turned to Mabel, sure that she would still be on my side. She wouldn’t meet my eyes.

I tried to think, but it wasn’t in the right direction. I was mad at being used, and at how easily he’d played me like an instrument. I knew Beau. I should have seen it coming. Could he defeat me just by singing?

“Oh, this is stupid,” I exclaimed, throwing up my hands and snapping out a pair of Flares that went whizzing at him.

Beau didn’t even duck. They hit him on one shoulder and seemed to knock him all the way off his chair. He lay sprawled in the dust, his fingers still plucking out the melody of his healing song. I’d never seen Flare knock something back. Even in this he was overacting.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 195/320) (Mana 140/280)

“Hey!” Mabel called out angrily. “They’ll be none of that in my bar!”

“What?” I sputtered, baffled.

“Do you want to burn us all out of house and home?” she yelled back at me.

“Fine,” I ground out. I switched it up so that I cast the water version of the spell, and doused Beau with a bucket’s worth of water. It was enough to make him sputter for a moment. I was hoping it would damage his instrument, the one he was currently playing, the mandolin.

“Hey!” one of those random adventurer’s called out. “What do you have against the bard? He sang well enough! No need to get nasty.”

“Yeah,” came another voice, and I was surprised that it was Beryle. When had he even arrived? “If you don’t like his music, then just don’t tip him.”

“Oh, I’ve got a tip for him,” I stated. What did I care if they disliked me for it? They could all hate me, but I was seeing my daughter tonight. I cast stone on his hands. He couldn’t play with stone hands. The spell only affected one hand, but it was the one that counted.

With a drama that would have made summer theater Hamlet proud, Beau held up his hand with a scream of pain that I knew he didn’t feel. I’d cast that spell on myself. I knew it didn’t hurt.

“You are insufferable,” I stomped around the bar toward his prone form.

“That’s enough!” someone shouted, but I ignored it. He was now humming the healing song and if I didn’t finish him, he’d somehow sing me to death. I cast Flare again.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 200/320) (Mana 120/280)

“Please,” he whimpered, somehow singing it so that his healing wasn’t interrupted. “What have I ever done to you?”

Someone grabbed my arms from behind me.

“Let me go!” I didn’t bother to struggle. I didn’t need my hands to cast spells. It was just faster and easier that way. I cast Flare again, catching his lying pants on fire, in the front where it could hurt someone like him.

“Take her outside!” Mabel called out, angrily. I cast Flare another two times on the way to the door. “Dump her in the pig-pen. That’ll cool off her temper. That’s the last time I hire someone down on their luck.”

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 150/320) (Mana 120/280)

“What?!” I started to struggle now. “He’s my nemesis. I have to defeat him, or I’ll lose my daughter. You don’t understand.”

“Stark, raving mad, that one,” I heard someone say as they dragged me through my own kitchen. Was I really going to be defeated because I was perceived to be the bad guy?

It was the story of my life. They’d tried to kick me out of biology labs because I dared to ask that the microscope stations be lowered so that I could see through them while in my wheelchair. I’d been sick for a while. Don’t ask. I already seem pathetic enough without my former physical limitations. At least, I thought so.

“Wait!” I screamed out, anger making me push back. In the other world, I’d been helpless. I wasn’t helpless in this one. Wind pushed my captors back. They dropped me in shock. I was a cook and a scullery maid to these people. I was, in their minds, some waspish harpy they could gang up on. I was back where I had started, in the mud by the well being yelled at by Mabel.

Why? Why did I have to put up with this? What did it matter that he’d started all this? I’d never been able to defend myself against the self-righteous, who would say or do anything to remain the heroes of their own stories. The unfairness dove into my heart, doing more damage than anything else ever could.

“What’s going on here?” came a voice that I’d thought would be on my side. Chester pushed his way through the crowd to stare down Mabel. Hope spluttered up like a trickle of water in hell.

“She gone mad!” Mabel yelled at him. “Attacked the bard and nearly burned down the whole tavern doing it.”

“Are you sure?” Chester scratched his head. We’d been fighting together all day. I let him talk for me, my heart trying to dislodge the sinking feeling that I was going to lose. Terra found me and rubbed against me, my mana surging back up fast. I’d barely taken it to half, but I didn’t think this battle was half over and neither did Terra. As long as a bard was breathing, he could sing and lie and swing that charisma around. “She’s been good to us.”

Beau wasn’t winning because he’d sung better or fought better or even because he was in the right. Beau was winning because people were on his side. Lies were forever easier to believe than truth. I’d attacked him. That’s all they knew. I wanted to have sympathy, but this happened to me a lot. People, thinking that life was fair, assumed that my complaints were too outrageous to be believed. I was lost in a sea of imposters who claimed to be good people but who really were only heroes in their own minds. How did someone fight that?

“He’s right,” Beau pushed himself up between Chester and the crowd. He hadn’t quite turned his back on me, but it was close. “She’s just not herself. Don’t blame her. I’ve obviously offended her with my song.”

I was all ready to fry his singed pants on the backside this time, when his words penetrated my furious mind. He was fighting for me? Had I already lost the fight? I checked my quest tab. Nope. It was still there. Meanwhile, he was still talking. Like I said, as long as a bard is still breathing, he’s lying.

“Let’s just be friends,” the smarmy bastard held out his uninjured hand as if to help me up.

And this is what I hate about knights in shining armor. “See?” Chester put out. “It was all just a misunderstanding.”

Chester knew about Beau. He knew about the quest. He should have known that I couldn’t let this go. Beau was an evil, lying, bard. In fact, Beau was solely responsible for my natural hatred of bards as a class altogether. His way of getting over me was to try to replace me over and over again. Beau slept with anyone who had even a single trait of mine. He would then call me at midnight to meet him for coffee, where he would sit this poor new girl next to me and compare us for hours. It was sick. He was sick. But when I tried to explain any of that, I was the one who sounded crazy.

The crowd mumbled and grumbled, but Chester stared them down, thinking he was doing me a favor. Like I needed that kind of favor. I wanted to be heard. I wanted people to know the truth. My heart screamed to be understood, but that wasn’t going happen. It never did. I knew better. I was always the bad guy.

“Karma will just heal his hand, and everything will be okay,” Chester said, his honorable intentions screwing me over as knights generally did in my life. Is it any wonder I liked people who didn’t claim to be heroes? At least they were never going to kill me with good intentions. What was a world worth, when people wanted lies more than they wanted to unearth unwelcome truths?

“I’ll heal him alright,” I muttered, glaring at my woefully overacting nemesis. He stood there cradling his stone hand as if it was a bleeding stump.

At least he was smart enough to flinch a little when I reached out my hand for his injured one. Trapped in his own lie, Beau put his stone hand in mine. Even if I hit him with four perfect Flares, his health was just high enough to withstand it. I had a feeling I’d misjudged this contest from the beginning. As far as being defeated, while I had all my health and over two thirds of my mana left, it was clear that I was the one losing the fight.

            

    
        Ch 16 - The Show Must Go On

    
    
    
    
                We were playing a different game. Beau had set this stage and I was his stooge. I knelt at his feet in the mud of where I’d entered this world. I held his injured hand in mine and was being forced to heal him from the damage I’d done or be punished by the crowd at his back. This solution had been laid upon me by my own tank. This was the very definition of an epic defeat.

I could feel the loss. The very mana around us pulsed with it. I was on the very edge of defeat. I also thought I couldn’t heal him. Healing his hand would allow him to play again and he’d get enough health back that I couldn’t win that way either. I couldn’t win trying to beat down his health. I certainly couldn’t win by turning the crowd back against him. He’d painted me into a no-win scenario and yet the system hadn’t declared him the winner yet.

It was an uncomfortable silence as I debated options. I could only think of Auntie Mame. Please consider this a shameless plug for a very old movie that is so classic that I think it should be required viewing for every human on the planet with half a brain. Not the musical. That one is okay but it’s not the classic. Mame, a classical dame to her very core, had been painted into a corner more than once in her life. All I had to do was think, what would Mame do?

“Come to think of it, I’ve always been stronger on my knees.” I looked up at Beau through my lashes and saw him shudder at what he saw there. While Beau knew exactly what I’d said, and probably had a really good idea of what I meant, I have found, in my life, that when you say something that doesn’t fit into the conversation, people like to ignore it or simply replace it with whatever they want to hear. I’d tested it several times. I don’t know and don’t care what people thought I’d said, but none of them blinked at it.

“I’m okay,” he tried to pull his hand out of mine, but I held it firmly. I was channeling one of my favorite heroes now. The crowd tensed to come to his defense, confusion at the words undone by the tone of threat that emerged.

“I’ll heal you, kind sire,” I purred out. “I’m terribly sorry for my outburst.”

I softened the stone in his hand but laced the mana with the same poison the rabbit had used. It was just mana. Beau might have been able to weave the emotions of people, but I had learned to modify mana.

Spell Learned: Mild Poison

Beau flinched, but his hand looked beautiful, so he didn’t complain. He brandished his beautiful hand, “See? She was just confused, poor thing. No harm done. Let’s go sing some happier songs.” He strummed out his healing song with his beautiful hand. Now that he was the hero again, all was right in the world around us both. Fury boiled in my stomach like spoiled shellfish, but I kept it on a leash.

“Please sir,” I grabbed at his arm, stalling his song. He turned my action into his own of helping me up out of the dirt. “I’ve done something so terrible. Let me make it up to you.”

“No need,” he tried to shake me off, but I hung on, letting my eyes empty of all cleverness, as if I were now completely charmed.

“Oh, but I insist,” I hung on him as he’d always wanted me to. “I’m just a simple girl, really, but I can at least clean you up a bit.”

He shook harder and the crowd began to notice, so I let him go. Could I beat him at his own game? Without music on my side? Maybe not, but I could set the poison so that it did the job for me. Could he continue to play and be charming while swooning from it? I didn’t know, but since it was the only thing working in my favor, I used it.

“I can mend your clothes,” I sang sweetly, pulling at his puffy sleeve. My repair spell was laced with the poison.

Mild Poison +1

“I’m fine, really,” he played beautifully, but I could see he was starting to sweat.

“I can clean them for you too,” I insisted, patting at the frills on his vest. His clothing became spotless while his mana turned just a bit more gray.

“My wife wouldn’t like me playing around this way, dear girl,” he berated me loudly. “Please. I’ve been patient, but I’m just not that kind of guy.”

Mild Poison +1

“You’re right, of course,” I let him go with a whimpering pout. “It’s just that you’d made me so many promises before you told me of your wife and child.”

And the tide began to turn. I could play the soap opera with a dozen lies. I could turn him into the villain. I could. I’d just have to lie. Lie like he had lied. Lie like the rest of the world did. Lie to them and lie to myself afterward to justify it. It wasn’t like I was bad at lies. I knew how to lie with the best of them, except… I wanted to be better than that. Did I have to sacrifice my integrity to win? And if I did, had I won? I let it go. It was hard, but there had to be another way.

Will +1

“Nonsense,” he protested more to the crowd than me. “The poor girl is senseless.”

“Senseless,” I agreed with him.

I didn’t know how else to twist that knife. The poison was working down his health, but it wasn’t fast. Would I even win if he died a martyr? I’d likely be run out of town, tarred and feathered, if he fell now. I was wracking my brain for more fodder as we all walked back into the tavern. I trailed behind.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 90/320) (Mana 90/280)

What was an epic defeat anyway? If I asked Sammi, would they answer? I didn’t bother. The rules had been twisted to allow Beau to get to me long before he was supposed to, so they wouldn’t help me now. One didn’t beat a cheater by the rules.

“I tried to bite him, but he almost fell on me,” Terra told me, her sweet voice a balm.

“You did fine,” I reassured her, reaching low to pet her. “I wouldn’t want you to get hurt anyway.”

“I should have let him kick me,” she sulked prettily. “The crowd would have turned on him then, for sure.”

“You’d think,” I muttered, thinking that what applied to dogs, didn’t necessarily apply to cats in stories.

I was the last one into the kitchen. In the dim hearth light on the back stairs, I caught Lily and Chester arguing. “I told you to do something, but I didn’t mean that!” she seethed at him.

“What did you want me to do?” he squeaked out in a hushed tone. “The crowd was all against her!”

“He’s right,” I admitted, startling them both into silence.

“I’m so sorry,” Lily rushed to my side, careful not to bump into Terra.

“No, he’s right,” I patted the hand she laid on my shoulder. “I didn’t realize I was fighting the wrong fight.”

“We still hate him, don’t we?” Lily insisted, sending a glare at Chester.

I admired her loyalty. I didn’t even really fault Chester. He was a knight in shining armor type. He could only do the honorable thing, no matter how misguided. It made me really miss my husband. My husband would have socked Beau right in the jaw and kept hitting until Beau was a bloody mess of bodily tissue while I held off the crowd. My daughter would have scratched his eyes out and stolen his hat as she stomped on his lifeless corpse. My best friend was one of these knights though, and he would have done just what Chester had done. He’d have rushed in to dissolve and distract from the situation. This is why we didn’t allow that best friend of mine to fight for or against me.

“I don’t blame you, Chester,” I said, liking how the honesty felt coming out of my mouth. I was glad I hadn’t sunk lower in the Beau game. “He’s tricky. But, can I ask you not to go back in there?”

“Uh, sure,” Chester hung his head like I’d grounded him. I rolled my eyes at Lily, who also looked a bit guilty.

“We just don’t know how to help,” she admitted glumly, her hands flopping uselessly at her sides.

“This has got to be a personal battle,” I told her. Beau might not have followed the rules, but I did. I might still warp the rules into pretzels the way no knight ever could, but I still followed them to their messed up letters. “Just go somewhere else, so that he can’t use you against me again.”

I could see the hurt in her eyes, but she nodded, “We’ll be out back in case they try that pig thing again. We can at least stop that.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her how much worse Chester had made it. Some part of me knew exactly how close I’d come to epic defeat. I needed to get back into the fight before he got a bigger toehold on victory. I flicked my hands in a shooing motion to get them out the back door. With a resigned sigh, I headed back into the main room.

It was a party in the tavern, and I would have felt more defeated except that Beau was barely keeping his health levelled off by twisting the healing song into the lively jig he was playing. Mabel shot me a glare from the other end of the bar, but I mouthed an apology, and she turned back to just grumpy. For the rest of this fight, she was not my friend. If possible, I’d fix that later. If not, I’d find another perfect place to live. I had to face that I didn’t have any friends. Not really. There wasn’t a person here who wouldn’t twist whatever happened to me into a fairy tale that made them feel it was justified. It just ached so badly. It didn’t matter how good of a person you tried to be, the story would always be twisted so that someone else won.

People were dancing to Beau’s merry tune and didn’t even notice me walk in except for Mabel. Marlo had shown up and was bustling to bring out bowls of rabbit pot pie. Marlo’s besotted eyes never left Beau for more than a second. There was a much larger crowd now. I sank down on a stool and sulked, my mind churning for any idea that could get me out of this. It looked hopeless. It wasn’t an uncommon feeling for me, but it was unwelcome.

The more people danced, the more Beau’s health rebounded from my machinations. I silently kept casting the poison to keep his health below a hundred, but he had enough will to perform through it as if nothing was wrong. It was sickening. I also knew that even as I was groping around in my own mind for strategy, he was already enacting the next section of his plans. He’d had three nemeses to practice on before me.

He was still winning somehow, and I just didn’t understand the rules enough to know how. How were these people so enthralled with him? I was like a Stevie Nicks fan at a Taylor Swift concert. I wanted a mosh pit, some stomping, and to rock out my angst in a rebellious riot. This was… not that. It wasn’t bad. It just wasn’t… that.

I thought about music and watched how it affected the mana in the room. As it stood, if I focused just right, I could see that he owned most of the mana in the room. I didn’t need any more mana, so I wasn’t fighting for any more than I had. I didn’t want to overcharge. That wasn’t to say that he had that mana in his mana pool. In fact, his mana was about to bottom out. It was just that the free mana in the room seemed to resonate more with Taylor Swift instead of Stevie Nicks.

There was something in what I was seeing, I just hadn’t figured it out yet. I was working on it, while I waited to see what would happen when his mana bottomed out. Would he still control the crowd with his mana depleted? If there was a time to attack again, it would be then. I waited and lightly petted Terra, who sat next to me on the bar glaring at Beau. She could get away with it. I had to sit back and pretend I was happy about it all.

“Ah ha!” Beau shouted out, strumming the end of that song. “I can’t sing another note without libations!” He fell back onto his stool with a dramatic groan.

People fell all over themselves to buy him ale. Marlo had two on the table nearest him, and another five on a tray before I’d even blinked. It was like they’d practiced the move. Maybe they had, last night. Beau took an ale and downed it happily, and I found out what his version of Terra was. Every sip of ale gave him a surge of mana. He downed his second one staring me in the eyes with a huge grin on his face. He’d known what I was waiting for.

“Mabel, Marlo,” he called out gayly, pointing at me with his empty mug. “An ale on me for my poor girl in the corner.”

Several people scowled, but Mabel set the ale down at my elbow and gave me a stern look as if I was bound to rebel somehow. I rolled my eyes at him and lifted the mug in a salute. I wasn’t stupid enough to drink it, but I could pretend to be a good sport about it, just like I’d pretended to take a bite of my rabbit pot pie earlier.

“And pie for my foe,” I called back, pulling out a copper coin for the pie.

“Pie?” came a call from around the room. “There’s pie?”

“Cherry pie!” I asserted loudly, smacking my lips dramatically.

If he could win them over with song, I could ply them with pie. It wouldn’t help enough, but it was something. At least it made folks less hostile toward me. A half hour later Beau hadn’t touched his pie, but I really couldn’t blame him. He had no idea how I was continuing to poison him, but I’d managed to change the general attitudes toward me from hated to tolerated and still keep his health down below a hundred. I had even managed to light his pants on fire twice with a surreptitious cast of Flare made to look like it came from the fire behind him.

Beau was not amused. Whatever he’d planned, I didn’t think he’d expected me to last this long. Maybe none of the other nemeses had, but I wanted to flatter myself by thinking that I’d at least foiled him into a stalemate so far. Was there a time limit? Would there come a point when the winner was declared as the one with the most of something at a certain time. Who would judge?

After another round of drinks, I finally saw Beau change tactics and become the aggressor. It was still very subtle. The poor helpless bard of his stories became the heroic savior against overwhelming evil. The problem with this tactic was that it didn’t change what I was doing in the slightest. It also didn’t egg me into doing something stupid. I was waiting for him to do something stupid, and he was waiting for me to do the same. In the meantime, he got experience from his playing, and I got experience from every plate of food delivered to a crowd made hungrier by his performance.

Again, we had a stalemate. He had the hearts of the people, and he had charge of the ambient mana. I had his health in the palm of my hand. I’d taken him down to single digits once just to see if I could. His breathing had become labored enough for someone to suggest he quit for the night, but he had stubbornly said, “The show must go on!”

            

    
        Ch 17 - Don't Lecture a Drunk

    
    
    
    
                At what point, dear reader, does an epic battle become boring? I’ve wrestled with this idea the last few nights as I struggle now to portray the battle in as fair a method as I can. The quill has squiggled across the pages here, and then scratched back to cross them out a moment later. Go ahead and take a moment to peek at future chapter headings if you must, to reassure yourself of the inevitable outcome, or stay and let yourself see it without that knowledge.

I imagine that arm wrestling or a chess match has the same appeal. One must sit and watch, hoping to catch the one genius move by the victor that results in the vanquished’s inevitable defeat. It’s easy to imagine what you might have done from your armchair there once you have seen the actual battle, but in the heat of it… it is a different thing.

Why didn’t I just kill him? I could have. Even he knew that his life was in my hands. He also had no idea how I was doing what I did. If you must know, it was only that I sat there debating with myself the concept of defeat. I’d made a simple thing complex as my mind is want to do. I’d become convinced that killing him would not count as defeat.

Yes, yes. I know. We could debate the thing ad nauseum if you were to sit in my front room with me over a cup of tea. It isn’t that I think I’m smarter. It is that in being smarter than the average bear, I have limitations on how to think simply. And it is this trait that has hampered my progress throughout two lifetimes now.

People brasher than you have called me egotistical, but I do not consider my intellect something that has ever been helpful. It has resulted in far more trouble than it has ever gotten me out of. It isn’t smarter or dumber as you think IQ works as a number that goes up and down. Intellect, like autism, is on a spectrum and no matter where you fall on that spectrum, you have your equally unique challenges…

Pontification +25

What?

Oh, I’ve done it again, haven’t I? I’ve gone off on another rant, when what you really wish to know is how the fight went. I apologize. Sincerely. I feel so silly. I’ll just scratch all that out. What do you mean I can’t. Ugh. This system. Can I at least go back and tell them to skip those paragraphs? No?

Again, I’m so sorry.

Are you still there?

Oh, there you are. You read through all that? Wow. There is just something about you. Well, thank you. Anyway.



Beau and I were two hours into the battle before he made the mistake. It was such a simple one. He missed a note. It says something about his talent that in the previous two hours he hadn’t done it once. He’d tried to laugh it off, but a single patron threw a crust of bread at him.

It was all a blip on a screen easily missed if one was glued to a cell phone. If I hadn’t been so intensely studying the mana of the room, I’d have written it off as nothing. It was nothing, really. One sour note.

I feel guilty that it was just an honest mistake that did him in. I tell myself not to, but it’s just so hard to hate him now. I hated him then though. I hated him a lot in that moment of his one sour note. I hated him enough to…

He truly was a great bard and the wiliest opponent I’d ever faced. The hours were a grueling mess of watching, waiting, and plotting. All the while, the tavern danced merrily, and the world spun as if we were nothing in the grand scheme of things.

Enough. You deserve better than my mental gymnastics. You’ve been more than patient. Go ahead and throw me the rope so I can climb up.

“It seems I need more ale,” Beau laughed off the mistake, ducking the single bread crust thrown at him for it. I was surprised that they’d even noticed. I only noticed because I’d worked with music so much. “And a tiny break.”

Beau picked up the thrown bread crust and tossed it back at the heckler with a good-natured grin. He sauntered to the bar and stood next to me, close enough for Terra to hiss at him.

“How did you get here so fast?” I made conversation awkwardly to avoid the sexual tension that oozed off of him like bitter molasses without the sugar.

“If you must know, I’ll trade the knowledge for fifty health,” he groused at me.

“Okay,” I agreed, and the shock on his face was priceless. I healed him for fifty health, without letting up on the poison at all. I had full health and mana at that point so it didn’t occur to me that he would turn this into a physical thing.

“Fine,” he wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. “I gave my money to my wife.”

“So, she is here,” I commented almost to myself.

“Yes,” he ground out, looking to the tavern as if he was smiling at me so charmingly. His jaw must have ached something fierce from the clenching.

“Mine isn’t,” I told him pointedly.

“Do you want to know or not?” He smiled at Mabel as she set another free ale at his elbow.

I pressed my lips together. Terra growled at him soft enough that no one else could hear.

“Being broke,” he continued carefully, “my only option of travel was to walk. I was nine day’s walk from here.”

“The system is that easy to fool?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” he admitted. I waited for him to go on. Was something compelling him to honor his agreement with me? He seemed to want to not say any more.

“When I charmingly asked my wife for enough money to take a coach to face my newest nemesis,” he finally elaborated, “she obliged me.”

“Just like that?” I snapped my fingers and was impressed that only the edge of his eye flinched at the movement.

“I was very convincing,” he smiled suggestively. I resisted calling him what he’d called me before we’d broken up the first time. “Once I had enough for one coach ride, I earned the rest at inns like this one along the way.”

“You cheated,” I shook my head at him.

“It’s a work-around,” he hedged, the cad.

“Uh huh,” I grunted.

“You seem to be doing fine,” he raised his eyebrows at me, gulping ale into his depleted mana supply.

“No thanks to you,” I muttered, wishing I had the nerve to drink the flat ale that still sat near me.

“The Nemesis Engine seems to compensate for working around the rules,” he grumbled. “You are definitely the highest level I’ve faced so far.”

His arrogance was nauseating. I wished I had the nerve and freedom to throw that ale in his face. I resisted. Barely. Terra took that moment to butt her head against my arm for petting while studiously ignoring him. It was the worst insult she could think of as a cat. He reached to scratch her head, but she hissed at him.

“Nice… pet?” He pulled his hand back just quickly enough to avoid the scratch she aimed at him. “I haven’t seen a cat from our world since I got here. You would not believe what they call cats here.”

“I let him escape,” Terra asserted in my mind. I hid my little smile by nudging her head with mine.

“She is wonderful,” I told him out loud, not revealing her magical nature or her name. I needed to remember that this wasn’t an innocent social interaction.

“Who are you fighting for?” I asked him. I didn’t know why I wanted to know. “Who was worth dragging me into this world all alone?”

“You’ll do the same if you defeat me,” he answered without answering me. With that haunting prediction, our little truce was over.

I waited for him to begin singing again before I eeked out the fifty health I’d given back to him. He shook his head and sang a few country songs I liked. What? A person can love Stevie Nicks and Garth Brooks. It’s not a crime. The first was about thunder and cheating husbands. The second was Shameless. The songs ended before I’d realized his health had gotten up over a hundred. Shameless distraction of songs I loved. Was that all it took? A seemingly civil conversation and I was stupid enough to drop my guard. How was it that he sounded so reasonable? I felt betrayed by my own mind.

What is it about people who say such reasonable-sounding things? It’s like they think that by saying it politely, it could hurt less. It doesn’t. It hurts more. The words are reasonable. How could reasonable and polite words hurt so much? It wasn’t the first time I asked that question. He’d cheated but called it a work-around. Simple rephrasing. Reasonable words to soften the bluntness of the truth. Blunting the truth. That was the secret of it, wasn’t it? Sharp knives or blunt ones. The bruise a blunt knife left could be almost invisible, while the bleed of a sharp knife was treated right away. It was like being beaten with a phone book. That was my life.

I renewed the poison and thought about that missed note. He was playing another favorite of mine, probably thinking that he had a new way to wear me down. I knew he was right. The worst dagger of that conversation had been about me using the nemesis quest against someone else. I knew that I needed at least two more nemesis quests to bring my family to me. I’d already planned for it. I let him get to me. I thought about the people I’d curse to this loneliness. I didn’t deserve this. They didn’t either, did they? What would I say to myself to justify it? That they were my enemies and therefore deserved it for what they’d done to me?

It wasn’t that I disliked being in a world full of magic. I was dying to get out there and explore it. What I hated was that I was here alone. I’d worked hard for the family I’d had. Long grueling fights along the way and painful compromises to stay together. Years of tradition and breaking traditions to keep us all going in the right directions. What were they doing now without me?

When Beau’s health creeped back up, I hardened my heart and put the thought away for later. I was done playing games with this selfish bastard. He had not distracted me enough to forget the missed note and what it had meant. I focused on his fingers and the notes coming off the strings of his mandolin.

Vibrations. Those vibrations weren’t so different from friction. Physics. It was a required course for pre-med. Vibrations, friction, and mana had ties to one another. I twanged the vibration, just to see if I could.

My only indication that anything happened at all was that Beau gave a little frown. I did it again. Beau deftly tried to adjust the tuning of the mandolin as he played it. It was amazing to watch. I couldn’t tune an instrument with electronic devices and perfect silence. Beau did it between notes, even shifting around the string he was adjusting without changing the music. That’s what a level ten bard could do. I was impressed.

I wasn’t impressed enough to let it go. In retrospect, I realized I could have broken the strings on his mandolin or plucked them out of order. Instead, I did something so much harder and practically inconceivable to the world I’d been plopped into. I changed the key of the notes of his song as they floated away from the mandolin.

Spell Learned: Mana…something (error)

A foul set of caterwauling came out that had Terra folding her ears back. Beau nearly dropped the instrument. His second mistake was to try to continue playing. His ego made him take that mandolin firmly in hand and try to play Dueling Banjos. I got the feeling it was his finale, his coup de gras, his final crushing blow. What came out of that mandolin was nothing short of the devil’s version of the Devil Went Down to Georgia.

I didn’t play his mandolin, but I changed the vibration of the air around the instrument. I made the hollowness behind the strings broader or maybe denser, as if maybe a small furry animal had climbed into it. I overcharged the air around the strings to make it sound like an angry hiss from hell itself.

Beau doubled his mana usage to try to regain control, but he could only control the instrument itself. It wasn’t that the music coming out of Beau wasn’t beautiful, it was just that it had turned dark. The mana in the room exploded into a dark flavor that surprised even me. The patrons responded with a heckle or two at first but, as the sound continued to flow, they became disoriented and then angry.

“What’s wrong, bard? Cat got your string?” A patron who had, moments before, been happily soused turned grumpy. Terra hissed at the reminder that the mandolin strings had likely been made of some type of cat gut.

“I’m sorry, folks,” Beau tried to calm the souring crowd. “Just another ale and I’ll be good to go again.” He took up one of the ales that never seemed to be absent from the table beside him.

“Already bought you more ale than I’ve bought myself,” the same guy groused.

I watched the charm strip from Beau’s manner. I saw laughing drunks reach for their purses and find them lighter than they’d expected. I felt the edge hit the room. What had started as Bugs Bunny playing around the exploding note of Yosemite Sam’s piano became a Mississippi Squirrel Revival mixed with a KISS concert. Then it got ugly.

They turned on him. Beau’s eyes slid to mine as he reached low to grab his hat. He didn’t know what I’d done, but he knew I’d done it. I could see his mind whirling for the how even as it also sought a counterplay. I neither smiled at his misfortune, nor moved to help him.

“Mabel!” Beau called out, taking a few silvers from his hat. “A round of drinks on me.”

“You mean on us!” Another patron called out. The silver tokens in the hat backfired on Beau. “Them’s our silvers you be spending so freely. I don’t remember giving more than a copper meself.”

“It’s just that Marlo’s been changing out the coins as they add up,” Beau tried for reason. I watched in fascination. Would the reasonable turn serve him this time?

All eyes turned to Marlo, who gave a blank look. Marlo gave a doe-eyed blink as if coming out of a dream. “I don’t remember,” she fumbled, flustered at the attention she’d adored only an hour earlier.

“Take it back then,” Beau dropped the hat back on the ground, opting for an affronted response. “If you didn’t enjoy the music of the whole evening, then take it back.”

I thought I saw a note of sincerity in his demeanor. Was it real? I didn’t renew the latest poison. While I wanted to win, I wasn’t a killer at heart. I didn’t want to kill him. Without the healing song, his health had dipped into the single digits again. I stood on the precipice of wanting to help my fellow human being and needing not to lose to him. Still, his winning strategy hadn’t included killing me, so I could do the same. At least I hoped I could.

“Moments ago, you were all laughing and singing along, dancing even,” Beau called out to them admonishingly. “You were happy to hear my tunes when the ale was running free, but the moment I hit a single sour note, you’ve turned on me like I’d killed your dog. I’m just a bard. I do my best, but I’m human.”

I don’t know if you’ve ever experienced this, but I had and knew that he’d made his final mistake of the evening. Don’t lecture a drunk. They’ll turn on you in the blink of an eye. The ale had been flowing with abandon for several hours. Patrons, thirsty from singing and dancing, had happily chucked coin after coin toward the bar and into the hat. Reason can be a fickle playmate. The thing was, only the coins in the hat were left in sight, a shameful tally of their overindulgence. And who could they blame? They could not blame themselves.

The tension quivered in the mana of the room, as if waiting. I wanted to stay back, but this was my battle. I had to personally finish this to make it a real win. That was why Beau hadn’t won out back. He’d let the mob take control before he’d completely demoralized me. They’d been his weapon, but without my humiliation, the win wouldn’t have been epic.

I strode across the quivering tension and took up Beau’s hat. Without a word, I divvied up the coins and passed them around in absolute silence. I touched their hands and cast my buff over and over again. I had enough mana to cast it thirty times. A few of them handed a coin or two back to me. I only missed a few here and there.

“Fine,” Beau threw up his hands in disgust. “I’ll give it all back.”

“Aint you that’s giving it back, boy,” Mabel corrected nastily. “It’s her.”

I ducked my head but didn’t dare say a word. I didn’t smirk or even smile.

“She tried to warn us,” Beryle put in as I gave him several coppers and a Lift Spirits.

“Charlatan,” it was a whisper at first, but it became a chant.

I stood mute with the almost empty hat in my hand as they dragged him from the tavern. I didn’t go with them past the front door. I leaned in the doorway and watched as they dragged him through the mud and then crowned him with a bucket of ashes from the fire pits. They sliced the strings on his mandolin and then told him that if he ever returned, they’d slice off his fingers too.

“That’s enough,” I heard Mabel call out over the threats and taunts. “Bar’s closed. Ya can all go home and cool off for the night!”

Nemesis Defeated
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                An hour later, I was alone in my room, pacing the very small floor. That is to say that I took two steps each way before turning around, so it was more like a tiny circle, if a circle was flat. Ten minutes made me dizzy. Terra sat on my bed, cleaning herself. I hadn’t wanted to face Mabel. I had only gone out back long enough to send Chester and Lily to bed with a fake cheer that I’d won.

Why didn’t it feel like I’d won? I’d gotten the message. I should have gotten the prize. So where was it? Where was my daughter? Was she in the woods, alone in the dark? Was she down in the tavern? I ran down to check. Twice. I checked the kitchen. I checked the well and the outhouses. I checked the stalls and got licked by a three-foot tongue or two, but I’d remembered to keep my mouth clamped shut as I’d done it.

I ended up with my head stuck down the well, casting heals on nothing because I’d become convinced that she was down there drowning. It wasn’t pretty. My mind is not always a pretty place.

“What are you doing?”

I swung around and clenched the zippers of Sammi’s leather jacket in both hands.

“Where is she?” I ground out.

“I came to ask what reward you want for your Nemesis Quest completion?” Sammi smiled at me indulgently.

“Kat,” I said, without thought, before they could complete the previous sentence. As quickly as my mouth could form words, they were out of my mouth. “I want my daughter, Katherine.”

My heart tugged. I’d briefly thought of bringing her dad here first, so there would be two of us to protect her, but I knew that he would understand.

“As you wish,” Sammi intoned.

I had expected some trick, some catch or at least something more that I’d be asked to do. Instead, my heart sobbed in relief as she was there before me. I just grabbed her and hung on, sobbing like a lunatic. There was a short pause as she pushed me away, but her eyes narrowed only briefly before recognition kicked in. Of course, she knew me, even the younger version of me in foreign garb. We hung on and cried and hung on.

Kat wore a dress a lot like mine. It was standard peasant garb. It was a beige underdress with a scratchy brown kirtle and apron. Her curly hair hung in ringlets that tickled my face. She looked and felt so good that I didn’t want to do anything but hold on forever. I didn’t have to look at her to know she was completely real and totally her. She shook in my arms.

Kat pulled away long enough to look at me, my face, touch my hair. Her eyes swam with tears that fell down slightly chubby cheeks. As she’d turned seventeen, those chubby cheeks had been slimming, but she was back to the sixteen-year-old body just like I’d been and she still boasted just a touch of that baby fat. Her lips were all ragged, like she’d been chewing on them. It was a nervous trait that I was constantly nagging her to stop doing, but that she couldn’t break. She was also taller than me by an inch. While I’d stopped growing at five feet eight inches tall, Kat had gotten to that by the time she was fifteen. She’d bloomed up to five feet eleven inches tall at seventeen, but now she was almost eye to eye with me.

The oddest part was seeing her without her glasses. I had lost my own glasses in the transition to this world, but I had shrugged that off as no longer needing them because I was young again. I’d only gotten glasses because my eyes were getting old. Kat had had glasses since she was six. They were gone, but she seemed to be able to see just fine. I checked her hands for ten fingers like I had when she was born.

“You’re here,” I breathed out, holding those hands in mine.

“I’m here,” she squeezed my hands in response. “Wherever here is. Whatever this is, I don’t care so long as I’m here with you.”

“Me too.” We wrapped our arms around each other again, laughing and crying stupidly and not caring.

“Uh, Mom,” she whispered to me. “Where is here?”

I didn’t know where to start. What did I say? “It has magic,” I blurted out the first thing that could be considered a good thing about it.

“I only care that it has you,” she hugged tighter, then pulled back. “Am I hurting you?”

It was a fair question. I’d been so sick that hugs were painful most of the time. “No,” I shook my head in wonderment.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” I shook my head and gave her a straight look. “I’m not sick.”

“Is it because you haven’t gotten sick yet?” she asked. My illness, my pain and my fatigue hadn’t hit me until I was sixteen. I hadn’t felt it since being in this world, but I had thought that it might have been too early. Walking across a room had gone from being easy to feeling like I’d run a mile during the summer I’d turned sixteen back home. Touch had become painful. By the age of eighteen, I flinched at hugs. By the time I became a mom, I had realized that hugs were worth the pain. I just hid the pain so that I could get those very precious expressions of love, but my daughter knew me, and she’d learned to hug me very carefully.

“Whatever illness your mother had in the real world will not curse her here,” Sammi butted in to answer.

“Are you responsible for her disappearance?” Kat asked Sammi, nudging herself forward in a protective gesture that shamed me as a mom. I was supposed to protect her, but she’d learned she was stronger physically than I was, so she’d started trying to protect me from a world that was not only hostile to my autism but also my invisible disease.

“No,” Sammi shook their head holding up their hands.

For a moment, I remembered the pain and responded as if it still held my mind prisoner in the broken shell my body was. I realized I was acting as if the pain was back. I checked my physical body quickly and had to force myself to stand up as straight as the lack of pain allowed. I had to remind myself that I wasn’t sick. Seeing Kat again had brought it all back, and I took a second to be a bit in awe of the things I’d accomplished here with a body that allowed me more. I was lost in that as Kat turned on Sammi.

“What are you supposed to be?” my predictively abrasive daughter asked Sammi. I knew she was only trying to protect me, but I didn’t know how to pull her back. Just because I didn’t need her protection, didn’t mean she wasn’t going to react badly. Between that and the autism she and I shared, when we’re surprised, we rarely give off a good first impression.

“They’re who brought you here,” I answered, holding her still, but opening up to wave a hand at Sammi and the quill. “This is Sammi and the silent one is the quill.” Realizing how absurd it sounded, I tumbled forward with, “They’re our fairy godmother… of sorts.”

“Great,” Kat gave me a not-subtle eye roll, “Only we would get Frank Marino as a fairy godmother.”

“Frank wouldn’t be caught dead in that,” I responded without thinking. I’d ghost-written the book for Frank Marino, Queen of the Las Vegas Strip and the most famous person I’d ever personally known. I’d spent five years collaborating with Frank on the phone and my family had a love/hate relationship with him. Frank and I had grown to love each other over the process, but he’s so intense and driven to perfection that it wasn’t always easy.

“Unless the tutu was Louis Vuitton,” Kat laughed, and I joined her even as Sammi looked on in confusion. The only reason anyone in my family knew who or what Louis Vuitton meant was that Frank had taught us bumpkins. One of my most cherished gifts is the one I got from him when we’d finished editing both books. He gave me a Louis Vuitton purse that I took to every show I went to. It’s amazing the service a person can get when you take it out. “Does Gucci make tutus?”

“Hey! I’m right here,” Sammi interjected, offense clear in their tone. I pressed my lips together to try to hide my smile. “A little respect for the person who brought you across worlds so you could be together.”

“Sammi’s pronouns are they/them,” I explained as Kat cocked her head to the side like a dog that cringed from fireworks. I decided to try to break the ice a little better than Kat had. I didn’t do it well, but I tried. “Sammi, I did mean to ask. I’ve been around cross-dressers and trans. You have to admit this outfit is more clown than drag queen. Not that it isn’t a completely valid choice. But why so…?”

“Cliché?” Sammi asked, the leather of their jacket squeaked as their arms tightened convulsively across their chest. I just had a sense that the clothes weren’t Sammi’s normal style. I’d been around enough of that scene to know that much. “If you must know…”

“I gotta hear this,” Kat put in. Our whole family had a way of not caring about the outside of people. I’d seen Kat treat a homeless person with an offensive body odor as if they were Frank and Frank as if he was a homeless person. We all did. It was just another aspect of our manifestation of autism. We didn’t recognize authority figures as the gods they wanted to be.

“It’s in protest,” Sammi admitted with a haughty snort.

“Of what? Taste?” Kat muttered, probably assuming only I would hear her. I wondered if I should stop her but didn’t have the heart to just then.

“If you must know…” they repeated.

“Oh, I must,” Kat put her elbow on my shoulder to prop her head on one hand. They wouldn’t actually turn her into a toad, right?

“You know that I do not like the term fairy godmother,” Sammi huffed, glaring at Kat, who couldn’t seem to care less. I knew it was bravado and that she was being purposely offensive to cover how scared she was. It was her defense mechanism and I hated that she had it, but how else was an autistic twelve-year-old going to survive college? “I petitioned to have the name changed, and when I was denied, I chose this form of protest.”

Kat deflated a little at that, dropping her elbow and giving Sammi a thoughtful look. It was about misfits recognizing misfits, the misunderstood understanding the misunderstood. We just got people who didn’t get got by others. The bluster sputtered out of her like air from a balloon. I gave a quick sigh of relief. A mom could only protect their kids so much. Even when she’d actually been sixteen in body and mind, I had let her blunder through awkward conversations. It was hard to watch, but I knew it was right.

“Yeah, I get that, big guy,” Kat held out a fist to Sammi, her awkward way of trying to make amends.

“Fine,” Sammi consented after an uncomfortable pause, giving Kat a reluctant fist bump. I honestly didn’t care if Sammi liked Kat or not. As long as they didn’t turn her into a toad, Sammi could pout all they wanted. I knew that Kat was doing her best.

“Are you also responsible for this hideous outfit?” Kat stepped back from me and waved her hands down at the peasant dress she was wearing.

“It’s standard,” Sammi told her, their eyebrows rising as they looked down their nose at her.

“Sammi, buddy,” Kat tried to be charming, but she had an edge to her that had Sammi crossing their arms over their chest. “It’s just that… well…do I strike you as a particularly standard person?” I could see her finally trying to choose her words more carefully. “You don’t look standard and I actually admire your dedication to the protest. I get it. I do. I’ve always hated being judged by what I wear, but this getup is for church or something. I’m not really the Cinderella type.”

“What did you want to look like, a strumpet?” Sammi sassed at Kat, but they dropped their arms and shrugged.

“I’m not really the dress kind of girl at all. Give me jeans and a pair of biker boots at least. I’m honestly thinking I could die of embarrassment in this… this… ?” Kat pulled up the skirt and sent Sammi an aghast look. “Please don’t tell me these are bloomers!”

I watched with wide eyes. I wasn’t all that fond of the outfit either, but I hadn’t pushed it because I hadn’t even thought about the chance of wearing something different in the setting I’d found myself in.

“It’s just that it’s what girls get,” Sammi argued.

“Look, Sammi,” Kat put a hand on Sammi’s leather-clad shoulder. “I might have had to act stupid for the lab techs that couldn’t find their dermal layer if they’d been flayed and hung out to dry in front of their eyes, but I don’t have to look as stupid as people seem to want me to act.”

“I could give you a copy of my attire,” Sammi threatened sweetly, making Kat draw her hand back like they’d physically shocked her.

“The jacket is great,” she hemmed. “I’d take that and those boots in a second. But I think I’d kill myself if I had to wear the tutu and wings. Are those real?”

“Hang on,” I darted between them.

Dexterity +1

“Let’s worry about what we’re wearing later,” I suggested, trying to sound cheerful. “We can always buy new clothes, but there are more important things to worry about that only Sammi can do, I think.”

“Like what?” Kat crossed her arms and eyed Sammi suspiciously.

“Like a class?” I suggested with a nod at Sammi.

“Like a new Nemesis Quest to get the rest of your lovely family here?” Sammi suggested over the top of me.

“A what quest?” Kat asked and a chill ran down my spine.

“Wait! No!” I swished my hands in the air in the middle of the three of us. “I’m not signing up for another Nemesis Quest. It’s evil and wrong to pluck someone out of their lives and… and…”

“The Nemesis Engine picks your worst enemy,” Sammi argued while the quill flashed its feathered plume at my nose. “Think of the person you hate most in the world and having them dropped into all this…”

“The worst thing you could do to me is take me away from my family,” I said, shooing the quill out of my face and crossing my arms. All I heard was Beau’s prediction that I’d do the same when it was my turn. I didn’t want to live down to that. I wanted to be better than that. Different. “I’m not doing that to anyone. I learned the hard way that it took far too much energy to hate someone. I just don’t think of them. The best revenge is living well.”

“Denise?” Kat suggested. “Maybe Margo?”

“Old silly teenaged stuff,” I protested, forcing my natural disdain for my stepmother and stepsister. “I’ve moved on and I hope they’ve both grown up from the jerks they were.”

“Fine then,” Sammi challenged my professed evolvedness with a mocking look. “Initiate the quest to reward these people by bringing them to a world where they regain their youth, lose their disease, and have access to magic. I’m sure you could convince them that you’d done them a favor as you defeat them with your sheer self-righteous attitude.”

“What do you get for completing this quest?” Kat interrupted Sammi.

“The prize is another of your loved ones to join you here,” Sammi was quicker to explain than I was. All I felt was shame and a little fear that she would think less of me. “Your dad? Your best friend?”

“My best friend is already here,” Kat put her arm over my slumping shoulders.

“I completed the quest to get you here,” I admitted, ducking my head.

“Wait! Who?” she sputtered at me, ducking to get low enough to look me in the eyes.

“You probably don’t remember him,” I hedged, lifting my eyes to let her stand in front of me more comfortably. “He was just an old boyfriend. I was his nemesis. It’s stupid and old and it doesn’t matter. I wasn’t given a choice before. He brought me here because he initiated the quest to get someone he loved here. I have a choice now, and I’m not doing it. You and me. It’s enough. I don’t need anything else.”

“Daddy?” Kat laid bare my blatant lie. “You don’t want your soul mate here? And what about Cliff? He’s your best friend. We’ve all played Dnd together. You KNOW that they would jump at the chance to be here with us.”

I shook my head sadly. I knew I’d probably change my mind, but for now I felt strong enough to resist. I just needed Kat. My heart ached.

“I’ll do it,” Kat professed, turning to Sammi. “But only if you give me better clothes first. I want black leather pants. I want a long-sleeved black turtleneck, a leather jacket like yours, and some kick-ass, steel-toed boots. I’ll take a bandolier with a few throwing daggers and a short sword with a scabbard and belt too.”

I held my breath waiting for Sammi to scoffingly ask her if she wanted a pony and chocolate cake like they had with me. Technically, I didn’t know that she couldn’t ask for it. The thought made my head spin.

“You can’t initiate the Nemesis Quest until you reach level three,” Sammi countered, pointing at me. “And even then, you can’t unless she already has.”

“Don’t believe them,” I pushed between the two. “I already know they can lie. Sammi tricked me into thinking I’d already taken a class to trick me into taking it.”

“What?” Kat asked, and I realized I’d explained it wrong.

“It doesn’t matter,” I argued, trying to keep hold of control over the situation.

“I can convince her to do it,” Kat told Sammi over my shoulder.

“What? No, you can’t,” I protested. “Who would it be anyway? I don’t hate anyone!”

“Yes, you do,” Kat challenged me, her arms over her chest and a smug look on her face. “Sammi, give me my new clothes and I’ll prove it.”

“Go buy them yourself,” Sammi sat back on the ledge of the well and reached out to pet Terra who was just sitting there watching the show. Terra flinching away from Sammi made me feel childishly better for a second.

“Point me to the nearest Walmart and I will,” Kat tossed to Sammi, without even looking at them. She was still staring at me. “You got a credit card to go with that? I didn’t think so. So, the very least you can do is give me one decent set of clothes or I’ll just help her build a little cottage back there in the woods and retire to a sedentary life in a magical world.”

“That’s what I’m talking about,” I agreed. “Just give up, Sammi, and we’ll be out of your hair forever.”

“Like Lily and Chester did?” Sammi dropped the bombshell that shattered my illusions of this world forever. I stood in shock, imagining how I too could end up in a sick bed while Kat became Katniss Everdeen. My mind spun out one horrible scenario after another. I didn’t even hear them talking until Sammi mentioned Kat’s class.

“Are you choosing Assassin as a class?” Sammi asked, their face carefully neutral.

“I am,” Kat said as if she was saying she’d kill them where they stood.

“Wait! No!” I protested, waking from my daze.

“Too late,” Sammi told me coldly. “She’s chosen. And she will be able to choose her own Nemesis Quest at level three, but only if you choose to do it now.”

“Wait!” I pushed them both to get their attention.

“What,” they both said, glaring at me. Twins in leather, at least the top half.

“I don’t hate anyone!” I fumbled madly for an excuse to stop this runaway train.

“What?” they said together again, each with a different inflection. Sammi was annoyed, but Kat was just impatient.

“I can’t do it,” I stated firmly.

“This is Dad and Cliff,” Kat argued. “They think you’re dead. I know you think you’re being all noble and shit, but you held this family together. You. Without you, they are totally lost.”

“But who would suffer for it?” I couldn’t look in her eyes. I wanted them here. “And I’d be no better than Beau! I was his fourth! He didn’t stop with just one. He got his wife here and then he did it again, probably for his son, and then who was he bringing over if he defeated me?”

“I don’t care, Mom,” Kat made me look at her. “You don’t understand. This is a game world. I don’t need a tutorial. I understand the quest engine just fine. I’m taking the quest.”

“Please, Kat,” I stopped her. “Who would the engine bring to this world for you? Who would it bring for me?”

“Your step-monsters for a start?” she suggested, her voice rising indignantly. “They so deserve it. I’d love to see any one of them trying deal with this. To you and me this is a dream world. I get it. I really do! I want to be here more than I even wanted to breathe at home. This is our dream, but only if we’re together.”

“What about you?” I pushed. “Who would it bring over for you? Think about this. We aren’t the heroes here. Whatever way we spin this, taking away someone else’s rights isn’t the way we do things. It’s just wrong.”

“Fine, wrong.” Kat gave an impatient huff. “No, I get it but, is it really a curse to anyone we hate? My stupid ex-boyfriend, for starters. No way that he’d protest living in a game world like this. Or maybe that witch of a professor who said I’d cheated when I hadn’t. She belongs in a game world.”

“Joey?” I interrupted her. “You broke up? I thought things were great with him.”

“Yeah, Mom,” she scoffed, not able to meet my eyes. “They were great until you disappeared. I went a little nuts and he dropped me like a hot rock. Never had any spine anyway.”

“A little nuts?” I prodded gently.

“Fine! He found a girl who was less nuts than me and lived right down the street. I think she was even from his church. Forget it,” she shot a glance at Sammi and the quill. The quill was scribbling madly at something. “Just one, Mom. We can do just one. I won’t ask for another thing. I promise.”

“The whole thing is moot anyway,” Sammi broke into our chat, impatience in their tone. “You have to initiate a Nemesis Quest. It’s part of the rules.”

“No, it isn’t,” I told Sammi.

“Yes, it is,” Sammi insisted, looming toward me.

“It can’t be,” I argued. It didn’t make sense. Beau hadn’t even suggested that it hadn’t been an option.

“Okay,” Sammi relented, reluctantly, losing our game of chicken. “It isn’t technically required, but you won’t like the consequences if you don’t choose to start a Nemesis Quest.”

“What consequences?” I pursed my lips, waving my hands around. “Being punted into this world by a petty teen squabble from forty years ago isn’t consequence enough?”

“Even she knows that this world isn’t a punishment,” Sammi chided me impatiently. “Why can’t you just get off your high horse and take the quest. It isn’t like you have much to lose!”

I sat on the edge of the well and considered throwing myself into it. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t be the villain they painted me to be. And I wouldn’t let them strong-arm Kat into it either. My mind raced through a dozen people that could be considered enemies. There were a dozen administrators at the college we attended. No matter what they said, my neurodiversity was not grounds for a Code of Conduct violation, and they did use the Code of Conduct to try to intimidate outspoken students into dropping legitimate Title IX complaints. Any one of them could be sucked into this world and I’d be hard pressed to care enough.

Kat was right in that I had a stepsister who had made my teen life miserable in almost every way. I had a stepmother who had taken away my dad and turned him against me. They were trite but classic tales. I tried not to think about them. I didn’t want to think about Cliff’s ex-wife, who had stolen his kids, turned them against him, and then stuck him with exorbitant child support bills that were higher than my mortgage payments. Or my mother-in-law, who treated me like a dim-witted anathema to her way of life. I would love to see any one of them up against a vorpal bunny with nothing but a butcher knife.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t imagine how gratifying it would be to have any one of those people punished for their inhumanity toward me, but I didn’t want to be the one to do it. My name might have been Karma, but I wasn’t a bitch. How was I any better than the monster they all thought I was if I enacted revenge? I wanted revenge. I wanted to be able to hate. I wanted them to pay for how much they hurt me. But, I wanted to be better than that. I wanted to be better than that more than I wanted revenge. It was a very very very slim margin, but it was the truth.

“I can’t do it,” I repeated.

I could feel Kat goggling at me. Was she wrestling with the same demons? Probably not. She was younger and wilder and while she tried very hard to live up to the example I set, she had a hotter temper than I did and less experience to temper it with.

“I can sweeten the pot,” Sammi broke into our thoughts.

“It won’t help,” I insisted, taking Kat’s hand in mine. She was trying not to cry but it wasn’t working. I thought about the tissues upstairs. I would have given them all to her if I’d thought it would help.

“How about a little cottage right back there,” Sammi suggested with a smile. I could see a faint image of it, just there, pushing the woods back almost to where I’d fought the rabbit. “Complete with a working bathroom, witch’s hearth and three bedrooms.”

My heart yearned, but I shook my head. If I wasn’t going to do the quest to get my soulmate, I wasn’t going to do it for a cottage I could eventually build myself. I wasn’t that petty.

“I’ll throw in a dozen potion recipes that will keep you and your family in business for generations,” Sammi added.

“Think about Dad, Mom, please,” Kat took my hands and pleaded with me. It’s hard not to spoil your kids when they worked so hard to please you. Kat was always there for me, even when I collapsed from trying to do too much, even when I took on the college for being unable to accommodate autism. Kat kept me going. They said a parent and a kid couldn’t be friends. They were wrong. Just because they hadn’t been able to do it didn’t mean I hadn’t found a way.

Nemesis Quest Accepted

My eyes shot open in shock, but then I remembered the insanity trait and shook my head. “You won’t fool me with that again. You can’t make me accept the Nemesis Quest and I won’t do it.”

“Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Sammi said, his eyes sliding to sad in a way that finally broke through my noble intentions. “If you don’t take the Nemesis Quest at least one more time, Beau, the Bard will be considered the winner of your previous Nemesis Quest. Kat will return to her home, and you will never be allowed to try again.”

“Sammi, don’t do this to me,” I whispered.

“Then initiate the quest,” they urged me firmly. “I’ll even throw in the perks I offered before. Just accept it.”

“I don’t hate anyone!” I protested. “Who would you bring?!”

“Kat gave us that answer,” Sammi proclaimed, and I knew this time he wasn’t joking.

“I didn’t say anything,” Kat pushed between Sammi and me. I just let her, because this time I knew that Sammi had me over a barrel. I couldn’t live here without Kat. I just couldn’t.

“You didn’t have to,” I whispered, my voice thick with emotion. It was true that you would do anything for your kids. I couldn’t even chance that Sammi was bluffing on this.

My husband would have understood if I’d left him behind over the principle of things. He’d had hated it, but he’d have forgiven me. No, he wouldn’t have. He’d feel betrayed. He’d left us once for a week-long midlife crisis. I’d told him I would never do it. And yet, now I knew myself better than I had back then. I knew that there was only one thing I’d go against my principles for.

“I accept the Nemesis Quest,” I said, looking at Kat.

Nemesis Quest Accepted – Nemesis Engine Engaged… Nemesis Found… Transporting.
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                I was given a compass. It pointed toward my nemesis. That was how Beau had known which direction to go. If I compared it to the map in my tabs, I could see that it pointed vaguely toward Siff. My stomach sank. Some poor person that I was stupid enough to hate enough for the engine to target had just been plopped into this world without a clue. They were seven days away from me. I’d done it, just like Beau had said I would. I stared at the compass for only another self-indulgent moment of pity and then put it in my inventory.

“I’m so sorry,” Kat told me, and I knew she wasn’t sorry that I’d said yes to the quest. She was sorry that they’d used her to get me to fold.

“It’s not your fault,” I stuck my chin out and blinked away tears. “I’d have capitulated eventually anyway. We know it. I just wanted some space between quests. I wanted to believe, for just a moment that I wouldn’t do it.”

Silence hung between us. Sammi disappeared from the well as the cottage appeared before us. I couldn’t watch. Kat took a little time to take a better look around. Terra rubbed against the side of my leg as Kat walked toward the fence beside the stable.

“What are these things supposed to be?” Kat asked me, leaning on the fence.

“From what I can tell, they call them pigs,” I shrugged, joining her as Terra trotted along beside me. “It’s probably more likely that some language filter is translating all this somehow.”

“That would make more sense,” Kat smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Her eyes were haunted in a way I’d never wanted my daughter to feel. She leaned back against the railing to face me. “Those are not pigs.”

“That’s what I said,” I laughed at my own joke, but even Terra didn’t snicker. Some of them I did just for me.

“I have an idea,” Terra popped into my head cheerfully. “Let’s name one of them Joey.”

I relayed Terra’s message to Kat.

“You can talk?” Kat asked Terra.

“Can you hear her?” I asked, just as Terra asked the same.

“I can hear you,” Kat told me, but shook her head at Terra. “But not her. She talks to you now?”

“Yeah,” I grinned.

“Now I’m even more jealous,” Kat groused, but she was smiling, if only slightly. “Not only did you get to spend all this time in a magical world, but you got your cat. All I got was…”

Our eyes met, the sorrow in mine causing her to turn back to the pigs. We knew each other so well. Her shame tore my heart. What had happened in the four days I’d been gone from her life to put that look in her eyes? Terra rubbed up against Kat’s leg, trying to comfort her.

“A little nuts?” I asked, trying to break the ice gently.

Kat and Joey had been a first-love kind of romance. They’d been together a year, texting constantly. I knew it was built on sticks and held together by each of them making excuses to overlook how many differences they really had. He lived a whole two hundred miles away. They met on a cruise we’d done as a family vacation. I’d thought it would burn itself out in a week or two, but they’d both been drowning in that glow of first love, when the idea of love is more important than the person you’re with.

“I showed up on his doorstep,” she admitted, ducking her head.

I winced. Joey was a kid. He lived with his family, and they were pretty straight folks. They were open-minded for the most part, but they did things straight. Our family was complicated and looped around circles that could make a trapeze artist dizzy. I’d done crazier things in my youth, sneaking out of windows to meet Beau in the park because that was the only time my mom wasn’t on my case about something or other.

“Yeah,” she kicked at the fencing, and I quickly cast a repair spell at it so it wouldn’t fall over. “That didn’t go over well.”

Kat had grown up hearing the stories I told of my youth. I could imagine that once I was gone, she’d compared her life to mine and tried to relive my youth. Her dad loved her, but he’d left her to me. He was slow to emotional displays and fast to heavy sighs and snappy comebacks. I was their buffer. I didn’t want to imagine how it had gone without me there. Cliff would have tried to be a buffer, but even he got lost in his own emotions before helping others.

I lived with my daughter, my husband, and my best friend who had also been my previous husband before I’d met and fallen in love with Kat’s dad. I was the glue that held together a teenaged girl, a CSI-loving necromancer, and a conspiracy-loving paladin. The common denominator was that we were all on the autism spectrum. Of course, we hadn’t known that until more recently, but once Kat and I had been diagnosed, it became clear that we all were.

“Poor thing,” Terra told me, though I didn’t think it was a good time to translate. I nodded to Kat. I just wanted to be supportive. She knew I was always on her side. I also gave her perspective when I felt she could handle it, but most of the time, she was on top of that herself.

“They called Dad,” she muttered. I could picture her dad picking her up, wracked with worry he wouldn’t dare show. “I sat there for five hours in the gutter outside their house. Joey didn’t even come out. I could hear him fighting with his siblings.”

“I don’t remember much of my younger days,” Terra tried to commiserate. “But I do remember the toms being very demanding until they got what they wanted, and then they tossed me away like an old rag.”

We stood there shoulder to shoulder staring at the not-pigs.

“A week later he started texting that he’d met someone else,” Kat admitted, the silent space I gave to her enough to help her let it out. “Apparently, it had been becoming a thing for a few weeks, but he hadn’t wanted to say anything while I was going through your disappearance. He was supposedly trying to be kind.”

“I was only gone four days,” I reached out to touch Kat’s shoulder, but she pulled away with a huff of air. She stared up at the unfamiliar sky.

“No, Mom,” she blew out a breath and lost her fight against the tears. “You were gone four weeks.”

“I wasn’t good with time, but it did seem to be a long time that you were gone before I came here,” Terra put in.

I pulled Kat into my arms, and we cried some more together. Terra hopped up on the railing and let Kat pet her as much as she wanted. Kat and I had never been apart for more than a week. I’d homeschooled her, not wanting her to be treated like I’d been treated in school. I’d stopped my life to raise her. I’d stayed home. Other than a date night with my husband a few times a month, Kat and I just didn’t go where the other wasn’t welcome. We’d been a team and I’d never regretted a moment of it. When I’d gotten her into college early, she’d refused to go without me. I hadn’t thought I could do it until she helped me. I’d missed her for four days. She’d missed me for four weeks. I held her tighter.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered into her hair.

She responded by taking my head in her hands and staring me down with her serious brown eyes. “Now, let’s get Dad here. He’s a mess without you.”

She was deflecting and I let her. She didn’t want to think of Joey and his newer, more stable girlfriend. She wanted her family all together. I wanted that too. It took a bit to reorient my mind toward the next step. I wanted to let myself bask in just this moment with Kat, but she was right. Sammi had started that damn timer again and the sooner I got to where my nemesis was, the sooner we’d have our family together.

“Yeah,” I looked around at this crazy world. I didn’t kid myself that I was the hero of this story. It was just that I wasn’t willing to give up my kid or my family.

“I’m just tired of crying all the time, Mom,” Kat flung her hands like she was shaking off water. “Can’t we just do something more than that?”

“What did you think my nemesis could be?” I capitulated by changing the subject.

“I was just thinking of all those assholes at the college,” Kat admitted, frustrated. “It has to be one of them. I was remembering how they made all those promises to help us and then made everything so much harder. Honestly, it could be any of them. Even if you don’t think you hate them, you do. You can’t help it.”

“Probably,” I admitted. It was still raw inside me. It was just the hypocrisy of it all. I’d known they were lying when they’d said they could deal with my disabilities. I’d told them, but they’d smiled their delusional smiles and told themselves that they were good people. Then the rules had crashed in on them. I wondered which of them would be my nemesis. Did they deserve to end up like Lily and Chester? Probably not. I’d just have to live with what it made me.

I had a hundred potions to make before I could leave to search out this new nemesis, and I didn’t have ingredients. What was I going to do? Could making potions be more important than getting my husband here sooner? I was arrogant enough to believe that I didn’t have to worry about any one of those college administrators getting powerful enough to defeat me even with an extra month to prepare. Even if I’d left right that night, it would be seven days of travel to reach this new foe but would that mean seven weeks for my husband. Now that Kat had disappeared too…

“Mom,” Kat shook me a little. “Focus. What’s next?”

And that’s how she was a miracle I didn’t deserve. She knew exactly what to say to get me to focus on the most important thing first. Kat wasn’t an angel. She was demanding and spoiled in some ways. She was rough around the edges, and she didn’t take guff from anybody. When she was feeling, she let everyone know it. But, when push came to shove, Kat was my angel, and I didn’t care what else she did because she loved me, and I loved her, and we were partners against all those jerks in the world who came after us.

Even in college, we’d gone together, rebuffing claims of helicopter parenting and the shadows against our honor and integrity. We’d stood because we were together. If they’d known how much she propped me up instead of the other way around, what would they have done? We’d dropped professors that couldn’t understand our “unique situation.” I’d always thought that if it had been a less unique situation, more people would know their kids better than to believe the lies the schools told about them.

“I need sleep,” I temporized, letting her out of my arms, but keeping ahold of her hand. “It’s too much to think about tonight.”

Worlds were colliding in my mind. I was half in this one and half in my old world. I needed to hold Kat and rejoice in her being there, but I also worried terribly for the ones I’d left behind. What could my husband be going through? My best friend Cliff was perpetually hopeful, but this would test even his grasp on the brighter side. I could see them bickering at each other, spiraling into depression and grief. Worse, I could see the love of my life losing his mind. He’d always said that Kat and I were the only things that stopped him from discovering whether the CSI people of Las Vegas could catch him.

I shook that thought out of my mind. It was thoughts like that that would have made me capitulate to Sammi’s demands eventually. I’d have justified it to myself by lying to myself and saying that he’d have gone to live with his mom instead of letting loose his dark side. I’d have denied his darkness. I’d have… I couldn’t think that way. I just needed to hurry and get on with what I could do. What I needed was to plan. A lot. And my mind kept stumbling over what it all meant.

I started toward the tavern, just trying to get to a familiar bed, but Kat gave me a tug. I cocked my head at her, but she just raised her eyebrows and nodded her head toward our new house. There it was, solid as anything in this world. I blinked a few times to clear my eyes of blurriness. Fatigue and the strain of the day was catching up to me, especially as the adrenaline of the fight finally began to fade. I felt my mind slog.

I was slow to respond, so Kat tugged me toward the front door. It was straight out of my dreams, maybe childhood ones. A little cottage with an arched wooden door. The roof was made of sod so that it almost blended into the woods. There were climbing vines of what looked like pansies and bushes of purple flowers as big as bird of paradise blooms. As I stumbled along the stone path that now led to our cottage, I noted the smells were closer to jasmine and gardenia. The stones of the path were worn and the surrounding grass just a little overgrown as if the cottage had been there for decades. Terra padded before us to the front door.

“A white picket fence?” Kat gave me a disdainful look. “Sammi seems fond of the clichés.”

I had to agree with a half chuckle. There was even a garden. Windowsills were lined with wooden boxes of live herbs. Little lines of squash-like vines ended in little pops of those small bean-like tomatoes. There were bushes of berries and of blooms. Walls were a stucco-like construction that made the tavern look shabbier even in the moonlight.

The fact that Sammi had done all this meant something, but my mind was whirling with so much I couldn’t hold that thought. The Nemesis Engine was the epitome of an evil genie game in that just as you wished for your loved ones, it would throw you a curveball of misery to go with it. I’d always hated that kind of story. Why mess up perfectly good wishes with horrible side effects? It was the thing that made good stories, not good lives. If Sammi had given me a dreamy cottage, there was something fishy in it somewhere.

The door opened on a simple latch but locked behind us with a solid-looking beam. The main room was open and large, the floor made of tightly fitted stones and the far wall was filled with a hearth complete with a fire. The walls were lined with dried herbs hanging in clumps. There was a sink area, and while it didn’t have a faucet, it did have a water pump. It was more modern than I should have expected from what I’d seen of this world so far. If those clumps of herbs were potion ingredients, I was even more suspicious of our supposed good fortune.

Kat explored the two little doors off the main room, but only briefly. She dragged me along behind her, but only because I wouldn’t let go of her hand and she was too kind to shake me off. Terra leapt from shelf to shelf, nimbly working her way around jars and the tools of a potion maker. I wanted to believe that Sammi had done all this because I’d deserved it, but it smacked of desperate bribery more than honor or simple gratitude. One door led to a pantry and another to a working bathroom, as promised. The workings were crude, but functional. The water provided wasn’t warm, or I’d have been tempted to dive into that stone bathtub for the rest of the night.

The bedrooms were a set of three lofts, two of which had single beds and round windows rimmed with shelves. The shelves were sparsely populated with a few books here and there. The final room had a bed big enough for two, and a skylight that let us look up into the stars overhead. That was as far as we got. Terra had found her own way up to the lofts, though I didn’t think she used the ladders that reminded me of the ones used on bunk beds.

I couldn’t help but think it was a very elaborate bribe to make me accept yet another quest and another until my house was as full as the graveyard that came with it. It was true that I didn’t have to kill people, but if the losers ended up like Lily and Chester, was the alternative worse? I hated myself for the moral battles in my mind. I just wanted to be a good person. I wanted to stand up for the little guy, but more often than not I was the littlest person in the room. I thought about my healed body and realized that maybe that wasn’t the case anymore. I thought about my magic and had a spark of hope. Just that filled me with dread.

“There is no need for a cat box,” Terra informed me, batting at a bit of material that hung from a curtain. “There is a small door for me that lets out into the garden. You needn’t worry.” I tried not to feel bad for having forgotten both that and food for Terra. “You needn’t worry, I tell you,” she admonished me with a purr. “I had my fill of rabbit pot pie in the tavern. The patrons were generous with their spillage.”

At the sight of a real bed, I flopped back onto it and grabbed pillows that felt like clouds. Kat laughingly fell next to me, and we stared up at the stars. If I had to consider my best and worst traits, they were the same. I could find the best possible way out of the worst situations. The catch was that I imagined the worst situations and results of every path in front of me. I had a lot of time to sit and think, considering it took an hour to recover from a trip to the bathroom.

The bed was soft as if it was filled with the softest feathers I’d ever felt. I sank down into it with a sigh. My mind spun into scenarios, knowing that whatever I planned for likely wouldn’t happen. If I planned for an ex-boyfriend, I would face something that even my imagination couldn’t have contemplated. Terra nestled between our heads and curled up. I envied how fast she fell asleep.

“So, no more Joey?” I asked Kat tenderly, softly stroking back a strand of her hair.

“Any guy who will leave me on the doorstep crying isn’t worth my time,” she professed, but I could tell the wound still hurt. “For two weeks, I poured my heart out to him about my worry for you and my loneliness. He kept saying he wished he could be there for me.”

“Guys are bums,” I commiserated unreservedly.

“Daddy and I were fighting all the time,” her tone turned guilty, but I didn’t blame her. “It wasn’t his fault, but he put up with it.”

“He’s good at absorbing female tempers,” I told her, running a hand over her hair.

“Joey had said he wanted to comfort me, but I wasn’t listening to what he was really saying,” Kat pushed into my stroking hand just like Terra would have and I smiled to myself, letting her very presence calm me. “I talked and he seemed to be listening, but he was texting her. I just didn’t notice because all I could see were my own problems.”

“You had a pretty big problem to worry about,” I reassured her only to have her sit up abruptly.

“Right?” she spat out. “I thought he and I were it. We were going to run off and get married. He texted supportive stuff while we were so far apart and yet when he was three yards away, he wouldn’t walk out the door to put an arm around me. The moment I was on their doorstep, I was a problem instead of a person they’d claimed to love like family.”

“I’m really sorry,” I said, petting her gently.

“His mom freaked out,” Kat explained, her face contorted in anger, and I still didn’t see anything wrong with her. “She told me she was calling the police first, but then his dad said he’d call Dad. I don’t know which was worse. Her freaking out, or his dad being so reasonable. It was humiliating. Joey didn’t even come to the door.”

“His parents probably didn’t let him,” I reasoned softly, but not in disagreement.

“You think Daddy let me drive all the way across two state lines to go see my boyfriend?” she beat her thighs with fists. “I did it because it was supposed to be for love. I risked everything just to see Joey and he wouldn’t even risk climbing out a window for me.”

“Your dad came to get you,” I pushed the story forward.

“Daddy was Daddy,” she rolled her eyes and flung herself back on the bed. “He let me make him into the bad guy. I yelled and then I got mad because he just wouldn’t fight back! I was awful. I know I was awful, but all I felt was hurt and…”

“Betrayal and loneliness?” I sympathized.

“You’d have been proud of Daddy, though,” Kat admitted reluctantly. “No matter how I raged, he never got mad at me. It’s just… I could tell that he was getting frayed at the edges. I wanted to be strong for him, but I wasn’t. I was stupid and I’m sorry and…”

“You didn’t get to tell him that,” I tried.

“It’s just that we’ve got to bring him over here,” she grabbed my hands and sat up on her knees. “He’s about to lose it. You know him. And… and the last thing I said to him was that this time he’d never find me.”

“Oh,” I worried in a quiet way. We already had so much to worry about.

He’d be sick with worry, but worse than that, my husband was a dangerous man held in check because he had too much to lose if he lost it. Images slashed through my mind. We had to remind him that Criminal Minds was not an instruction manual. I was imagining carnage, but I said, “I’m sure he’ll hold on.”

Kat gave me a look that said she didn’t believe that any more than I did. We knew him. My husband looked kind and patient but had the heart of Dexter. How long would he wait until he gave up? And if he gave up, would he? I didn’t want to think about it.

“Cliff’ll keep him sane,” I grasped at straws. “For a little while…”

It would take a bit for it all to sink in, but how long. Would he give up and suicide? Would he give up and kill everyone before he suicided? Or would he give up and go live with his mom, turning off all his emotions forever. I felt an urgency to get him here, but also a helplessness. I thought about Beau’s cheat. Could I make enough coins to do the same? I wouldn’t kill the person… well unless they… Ugh! What was I thinking? Was it a choice between dead bodies at home because my husband lost his mind and dead bodies here of people some machine thought I hated? There had to be a better choice than that. I was smart, but my mind was crowded with those worst-case scenarios.

            

    
        Ch 20 - Weird and Normal

    
    
    
    
                I’ve wrestled with how to tell you this next part, dear reader. You’ve been such a good sport. How do I ask you to swallow yet another crazy bit? All I can say is that things never really settle down in this world. Just when I think I’m getting the hang of it, it completely throws me for a loop. So, sit tight. Grab onto something… and yes, this is what happened next. It just got weirdly normal, if that’s possible.

I went to work. Well, of course I did. Until Mabel officially fired me, I was a cook. I had dinner, dessert and a hundred potions to create before I could leave town to chase my nemesis. Only when I poked my head into the kitchen, Lily was already there.

“Did you need your herbs?” Lily asked, and I didn’t know what to say to her. She was bustling around cutting up vegetables like I’d been planning to do. “Chester is getting low on health potions again,” Lily filled in the conversation that I didn’t know what to do with. She pointed to a sack on the table and continued, “We got a new shipment of the herbs that don’t grow around here.”

“Thanks,” I said, automatically.

“I thought you said you were the cook,” Kat whispered into my ear. She was peering over my shoulder into the kitchen.

“I was,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth to her.

“Hey Kat,” Lily called out, like they’d known each other for years. She plopped the sack in my hands as I stood at the door with my mind flopping like a drowning fish. “You’re getting sneakier every day. I almost didn’t see you there. You two are up early.”

“The early bird gets the worm,” I tossed out like I had charisma.

“We’re headed out soon,” Kat told Lily, sliding around me into the kitchen. Kat picked up a piece of what Lily had been slicing and gave it a sniff. Kat was a picky eater, so I wasn’t surprised when she put the carrot thing back down. “We’ve got to take a trip to the city. We’ll be gone about two weeks. Anything we should do before we leave?”

I looked at Kat like she’d grown another head. What was she talking about? How was she so cool with all this? Then I remembered that she hadn’t been here the day before or the day before that. My mind was slow to catch up with all the changes, but she had never seen any of it. Kat didn’t know how different it all was. Lily had been a lovely little housewife who’d needed a magical antidepressant. Now she was bustling around my kitchen like she’d always been there. I itched to toss a few spices in that stew and feed my starter, but I didn’t dare. What would happen if I didn’t get with the new program?

“I’m sure Chester would appreciate some extra potions if you’re going to be gone that long,” Lily answered Kat as if this happened all the time. “He might have some things that you could get a better deal for in person. Just drop by the shop. I’m sure he’s got a list. You know him and his lists.” I didn’t know. He hadn’t been into lists the last time, had he?

“Thanks,” Kat nudged my shoulder and I blindly turned to leave.

“I wish I could go on adventures like the two of you,” Lily professed dreamily. I turned back to see her waving my wooden spoon around like Sammi’s wand. “You always come home with such interesting stories.”

I cast clean on a load of dishes that were piled up around my bucket. It was just that routine was so soothing. It had only been a routine of four days, but it was still something. And now it was gone. I repaired the center counter just for the excuse to stay one extra minute. The yeasty smell of bread rising combined with the sizzle of meat was comforting and I wanted just another moment to hold onto it before Kat dragged me out of the kitchen. It might have seemed stupid to get misty-eyed over something I’d only done for four days, but I did.

“Come on, Mom,” Kat urged me in a hush. “We’ve got potions to make.”

“We’ve got potions to make,” I repeated idiotically.

Kat pushed and prodded me until I sat at the edge of the well. That well. At least the well was the same. I took a minute to compare the things around me with my memory. The tavern itself was the same, and so was the pig pen and the stable. There were still not-pigs, one horse and three dachshunds pretending to be goats. Kat let me settle.

“I was a cook,” I muttered, dazedly.

“And now you’re a potion-maker,” Kat patted my hand. We’d come up together. She knew me. She was probably having trouble with all this as well, but she would put her stuff aside until I’d dealt with mine. Once I knew how to deal with it, she’d let me help her through it. We were partners and it worked in a way our old world hadn’t ever understood.

“Don’t open your mouth near the goats,” I told her. Queen of the non-sequiturs. That’s me.

“The dogs in the barn?” she asked, going along with it.

“They’re goats,” I explained to have something saner to talk about. What did it say that this was the saner thing? “They give milk and Lily said we could make cheese from it. At least she did back when Lily was… Lily… the other Lily.”

“They look like a whacked-out version of Grandma’s dogs,” Kat mused, kicking at small stones near her feet.

“Yeah, and they lick like them only they have tongues that can reach you from the fence,” I told her. I could feel my mind loosen a little. It just needed a little more time to adjust. I’d wondered how they would justify a new cottage out back. I’d had no notion that the world might just change everything.

“I’ll be sure to stay far back from them,” Kat assured me with a little laugh.

“You should see the chickens,” I joked, then moaned as I remembered. “I was going to get eggs today. I was going to bake a cake!”

Kat gave me a look.

“It was going to be chocolate,” I whined a bit. “They have these nuts that act like cocoa. I ground some up yesterday just in case the eggs were ready. The nuts give off enough oil that I wouldn’t even have to add…I mean I’d just need the sugar stuff. Sugar, chocolate, and milk. It was going to be a surefire hit.”

“It would have been great,” she patted my shoulder, but her eyes danced with mirth. “I prefer vanilla, but hey, if you made it, it would have to be good.”

“I hadn’t found vanilla yet,” I grumped, but only half my heart was in it. I was cheering up.

“Maybe we’ll find some in the cities,” she suggested with a smile.

“How do you know we’re going to the city?” I asked. If I could get some interesting ingredients in the city, that would surely make it worth it. Not that I’d be able to just come back here and become the next Willy Wonka.

“We’ll have to go through cities, at least,” Kat said with a shrug.

“We’re going to the city?” Terra asked.

“Where have you been?” Kat asked Terra.

“I was catching my breakfast,” Terra gave a kitty-grin as I relayed to Kat what Terra had told me.

“Breakfast sounds good,” Kat rubbed her stomach.

“I didn’t catch enough for all of us,” Terra put in, but my mind was spinning again.

“We’ll need rations, and equipment to travel,” I threw up my hands, overwhelmed all over again. “We’ll need money too. I only have a few coppers!” I processed this new information easier than the other changes. I knew how to make jerky and crackers? Jerky would take all day to dry. What else could I make?

“Let’s just take this one step at a time,” Kat put an arm around my shoulders and steered me back toward the cottage. “Chester needs potions. You have a cottage with a ton of ingredients already hanging all over the place, and I’m betting there’s enough food in the pantry to make breakfast.”

“Yeah,” I let her guide me. What if my new normal was that nothing ever stayed the same? I’d started out as some form of Cinderella, but what was I now? “I was going to smash that chocolate cake in Sammi’s face. He made fun of me about chocolate cake, and I wanted to show him that I could make it myself without his pony wishes.”

“I’d have paid to see that,” Kat admitted, leading me back to the cottage. I admonished my brain to act like the smart thing it was supposed to be. My brain laughed at me.

I had eggs for breakfast. It wasn’t cake, but my pantry had enough for me to supplement Terra’s breakfast too. Kat didn’t like eggs, but she liked French toast and I had day-old bread in that pantry. A little cinnamon-ish stuff and sugar-like stuff replaced the syrup. I used up the eggs, hoping that we’d be on the road by the end of the day. I wondered how much it cost to take the coach. I made a mental note to ask Chester.

We ate and I read over my new potion recipes. They were all neatly arranged in my spell book between my spells and my cooking recipes. Sammi must have counted the health and mana potions as new recipes even though I’d earned them from Chester before. At least they were now in my spell book so I couldn’t lose them. My newest potions weren’t powerful, but I liked them. One was called Baking Soda and that made me laugh.

“What?” Kat looked up from some random book she’d pulled off one of the shelves.

“Sammi gave me a potion called Baking Soda,” I explained. She looked confused, so I continued, “They don’t have anything like it here. I was trying to make cookies and they were more like pie crust without eggs and baking soda.”

“One of those six new potion recipes they promised?” Kat asked, half her mind on the book next to her French toast.

“Four really,” I told her, scooping a small amount of eggs into my mouth while I read. “It’s more like a chemical formula. I feel like I could have figured some of these out with some access to an alchemist. Chemistry class wasn’t that long ago.”

“We never did well in labs,” Kat pointed at me with a forkful of French toast. “Just be careful with formulas.”

“It’s not my fault that they didn’t write instructions well,” I grumbled. No, we didn’t blow up the lab. At least not that they could prove. I’d followed the instructions in their stupid lab manuals. Just another Code of Conduct warning, whether they could prove anything or not. I’d written manuals back when I’d been teaching computers. I knew how to write directions. The professional college professors and lab technicians did not, not that you could tell them that their preciously immaculate lab manuals were defective.

My other potion recipes consisted of one called Keep Fresh that looked like a preservative of some sort, a Mild Poison, and something called Incoming that looked suspiciously like a Molotov Cocktail. Seriously, the instructions said to fill a bottle with oil and hard liquor, stuff in a piece of cloth, then shake, light, and throw. Mild Poison was worse in that it required a spoiled potion that I cast my poison on. I might have felt cheated, but the rest of what Sammi had given me was really helpful and with this overview, I was already brimming with ideas for more “recipes.”

“Whatcha’ reading?” I asked Kat, the turning of her pages catching my attention.

“It’s fairy tales,” she admitted, turning the book over to show me the cover. It was written by someone named Fizzbarren. “But it’s weird. I like to think I knew a lot of fairy tales, but these are like a mashup of fables.”

We’d done a few studies of fairy tales and classic stories during her homeschooling. I’d tried my hand at writing when she was really little, but published books didn’t equal income. Besides, she’d gotten far more fascinating than any stories I could make up. I liked to think we both knew fairy tales and fables pretty well.

“Like this one’s got a scarecrow designing the Frankenstein monster,” she flipped pages. “And this one starts with Oliver and ends with, well, I haven’t gotten to the end, but it’s already gone more toward Hansel without Gretel.”

She stuffed the last piece of French toast in her mouth and closed the book with a determined snap. “I’m going upstairs to see if we’ve got backpacks and a few changes of clothes up there. You want to check the pantry for something you can make that will travel well?”

“We can use our inventories,” I called out to her as she scrambled up the ladder. “And I’ve got a spell that cleans anything.”

“Our inventory will carry even more filled with backpacks and a change of clothes is always a good thing,” she suggested with a grin. “I didn’t play EQ that long and not learn anything. I’m buying pajamas at the first place that sells something like them. I didn’t sleep well in these clothes.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, snapping out of it. I marveled. How had she gotten so smart? My husband and I had been asking ourselves that for the past two years of college. The first two years of college had been dicey but the last two had been mostly her taking over and making things happen. My mind grabbed at information, but it was too early in the pattern to do anything with it all. I cleared the table and cleaned up quickly.

I had my head in the back of the pantry, when the banging on the cottage door made my stomach drop with dread. I considered crawling behind the bottom shelves for a moment before I heard Chester’s booming voice. “Delivery!”

Kat made it to the door first. She was getting good at sliding down the ladders. She was fast. I cast another repair at the ladder to try to get rid of any splinters it might have. I could imagine that her stats were sliding around like mine had the first few days. Mine didn’t slide around so much now. Maybe they’d settled down a bit.

Chester shouldered into the main room, lugging a rattling crate of empty bottles. I met him at the table and looked over his delivery. They weren’t clean bottles, but that wouldn’t take much to remedy. I cast clean at the whole lot and was rewarded with at least three dozen clean potion bottles. The new, upgraded clean spell affected an area instead of a single object. A repair spell later and I had another five bottles from the broken glass at the bottom of the crate.

“You gotta teach that to Lily one of these days,” Chester shook his head. “She’s always complaining about the dishes needing done. I do what I can, but with the shop and forge, I get busy.”

“I’ll try,” I told him, smiling. Yesterday he’d been my tank on new adventures, but now he was a homebody again. Lily obviously didn’t know all the spells I’d taught her. I wondered how much had changed. Would he and Lily jump back into the adventuring life if I suggested it? I considered it briefly, but if I was honest with myself, I was relieved that I wouldn’t have to let them down by wanting to go to the city with Kat alone.

“Lily says you’re headed out soon so I brought all the old potion bottles I could find,” Chester wiped his hands on his leather apron and gave me a smile. I was glad we were somehow still friends. “Two weeks?”

“Yeah,” I answered, feeling guilty. “It shouldn’t take too much longer than that.”

“It’s all good,” he assured me, taking a pad of paper out of a pocket of his apron. It hit me that paper seemed anachronistic. If we could have paper, couldn’t we have indoor plumbing? Then again, I did have indoor plumbing now, so I supposed I couldn’t count on anything being specifically authentic to some history book I’d fallen asleep trying to read. We had books and pads of paper but no baking soda. Then again, I had baking soda now. The mind boggled. I had to remind myself that this wasn’t history. It was fantasy.

“Oh, I’ve got a few coins for you from sales,” Chester dug around in his apron pocket and produced two gold coins. When he plopped them into my hand, I felt rich. “I’m sorry its not more, but we had to pay off those recipes and the bottles were more of an investment than I’d anticipated.”

Profession Unlocked: Alchemist

“It’s more than I expected,” I replied, grateful for the increase in fortune. “Do you think it’s enough for a few tickets on the coach?”

“Two gold will likely get you both halfway to the capital,” Chester assured me. I was feeling more optimistic about this trip to the city.

“I have another two cases of empty bottles at the forge. Once they’re filled, that should be enough to hold us over until the end of the month.” Chester checked things off the list in his hand with a stubby pencil that was little more than a burned piece of black chalk. “Half mana and half health,” he noted carefully. I wondered that his big hands didn’t break the chalk into bits. “Why don’t you take a few potions for the road? You could sell them at the little stops like ours and earn the rest of your passage.”

I nodded inanely. It looked like I still owed Chester a hundred potions even in this new existence. I remembered that I owed him a hundred of each potion, even if he didn’t. I had bottles in my inventory too. Would there be enough before I went or would I need another bunch once I got back? Was I even coming back? Hadn’t I already asked questions just like this before?

“I don’t want to leave you short,” I hedged, but I did think selling potions on the road would be the best way to bolster our income.

“You’ll be back for the rest,” Chester grinned at me. “I trust you for it. You’ll be back faster if you can afford the coaches.”

“Is there anything from the city you want us to pick up?” Kat asked Chester, reminding me of Lily’s words from this morning.

“I can order most of it,” he admitted, but lowered his head and gave a look back toward the door. “The merchant’s guild has a good supply network for most of it. But magic is a bit backlogged.” That was the same. Good. At least something was reliable. There was still a merchant’s guild and magic was still relatively rare. “I’d like to get Lily one of those little books like you have.”

I pulled out my spell book and gave it a wave. “Like this?”

“Yeah,” Chester admitted. “Supposedly you’ve got to be some magical apprentice to get a book like that, but you got one without being guilded. I just wondered if you could find another one. If she could learn recipes that way, then maybe we wouldn’t have to rely on you so much for our potion supply. Just, if you’re going to be travelling more…”

I checked my inventory. I still had the two recipes he’d given me for the mana and health potions. Should I just give them back? I’d taught Lily spells before, and she hadn’t remembered them. She would be cleaning her own dishes if she had. I hated myself for selfishly wondering if I would have a job if Lily could do the potions instead of me? I didn’t even know if the recipes would disappear if someone read them off of the scroll.

“I could give the recipes back,” I offered more hesitantly than I wanted to sound. “I have them in my spell book now anyway.”

“No,” Chester pushed his hand toward me, but his face seemed confused. “Sell them if you want. Lily would rather learn them from you, anyway.”

It sounded false somehow. I could feel the air shimmer with it. It was like a cold chill ran across the back of my neck. Again, it was something that meant something, but I couldn’t grasp the whole picture.

“I’ll see what we can find about the spell book,” I assured Chester, seeing a weight leave him. The chill dissipated, but I marked it in my memory.

“Thanks,” he grinned like he’d forgotten the confusion altogether, and I knew I’d be helping him and Lily any way I could. “Oh, I almost forgot,” Chester snapped his fingers. “Mabel gave me this. She said you left it in the tavern last night.”

Chester laid Beau’s hat on the table on top of the box of bottles. With another grin, he was waving himself out the door.

“Nice hat,” Kat said, scooping it up. “A little gaudy, but…”

“You can have it,” I told her, numb of mind. She plucked out half the feathers and tried to put it on.

“It has coins in it,” Kat held the hat out to me, and I recalled that I’d gotten some coins from the patrons the night before. Kat emptied several silvers, and almost a dozen coppers out of the hat and then placed it jauntily on her head. I had no idea how far the coinage would get us. I dumped the coins into my inventory, and we had a whopping two gold, seven silver and five copper coins, my inventory automatically changing up the excess copper into silver. My potions would sell for a gold each, but I’d only get five silver of the ones I gave Chester, and only after they sold, and only if I made it back.

“You go help Chester with the potion bottles and I’ll get started on making them,” I suggested more than ordered. “You’re better at conversation anyway.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Kat agreed readily. “I want to get a look at the forge and shop anyway.”

“Take your time,” I muttered scanning the recipes for each of the potions. “This may take a while.”

“I’ve got plenty to do,” she assured me, taking out a throwing dagger and spinning it in her palm as I had done with the kitchen knife a few days ago. It was something we’d practiced together and that settled me a bit. We’d practiced with foam daggers back at home… the old home. “I want to try to work up some of my skills.”

“Just,” I called out, unsure how to not sound like an overprotective Mom. “Don’t go into the forest. The bunnies have sharp teeth and poisonous ears.”

“Oh…kay,” she gave me a sideways look of surprise, but her nod reassured me. “I’ll practice out by the forge. There are plenty of trees I can throw my knives at without stumbling stupidly into the wildlife.”

“Thanks,” I let out a breath, knowing she meant it. She really was smarter than I’d been.

“So much for all that memorizing of animal life from biology,” she muttered as she left the cottage. It was harder to let her go than I wanted it to be. It was almost like she was my touchstone to reality. With reality sliding all over the place, all I could reliably hold onto was her.

“And me,” Terra told me firmly, wrapping her tail around my legs.

“And my talking cat,” I agreed half-heartedly, lining up my bottles on the long counter near the hearth. Terra chuckled at me, unoffended. I was glad my little familiar had a sense of humor. I know I’m a weirdo, but which part was weird and which part was normal? Was it coming to a point that I didn't really know?

            

    
        Ch 21 - I Did It For You

    
    
    
    
                My mind loosened some more as I juggled tasks in yet another new kitchen. I had a pot of ingredients for health potions simmering nicely over some cooling coals. It wasn’t much different than cooking stew. Terra ducked under my arms, rubbing her mana-charging fur against my forearms as we worked, her weaving path making me smile. All we needed was rock music playing in the background and it would have been perfect.

“It’s nice having Kat here,” Terra told me. It made me think of home. Our real home back in the real world. My heart tugged, but I told it to shut up.

“You two fought all the time,” I teased Terra, my attention more on making sure the cauldron didn’t get too hot than our conversation. The tree bark I was soaking needed a “warm, but not hot” bath. The recipes were a little convoluted, but I didn’t feel like I had the time or enough ingredients to mess around with them like I would have with food.

“We did not,” she sat, careful to keep her tail out of any spillage on the counter. I cast a quick clean around her. “She was the one who played with me. I loved her as much as you.”

“Sometimes that play looked more like torture to the rest of us,” I capped another bottle with a plug of wax that needed another light application of heat. I’d found that I could cast the lower-level versions of my spells. Flare would have melted the wax all the way into the potion, but Spark gave it just enough heat to seal the edges of the plug without breaking anything. The potion making was a learning curve, but I was getting the hang of it.

“Nah,” Terra gave a paw a lick. “That big black cat that followed Cliff around? He was torture!”

“Damon?” I asked. “I was constantly having to tell him to leave you alone. I’m sorry I didn’t…”

“You what?” she put her paw down and glared at me. “It took me forever to get him to play with me and you were telling him to stop?”

“Yeah, he was twice your size and a bully,” I reached over to give her a pet, but she pulled away.

“We were just playing,” she batted at my hand, but her claws weren’t out. “I loved it when I could get him into the zoomies with me.”

“Kitty-trains!” I smiled at the memory, checking my pot and putting another log beneath it.

“Do you think he’ll come?” Terra asked, nearly tipping over an empty bottle in the line I’d set up for this batch.

“Damon, here?” I questioned, catching the bottle before it could topple over. I had a sneaking suspicion that Terra had knocked the last one over on purpose. It didn’t matter much so I didn’t scold her for it. I could just cast the repair to fix it, and she’d rub against me to restore my mana. “Are you sure you want that?”

“Probably not,” Terra turned away, pretending to be uninterested in any outcome.

“Cliff is rather fond of the big beast,” I teased her again.

“He was old anyway,” she padded down the line of bottles, each one wobbling a bit as her tail seemed to casually hit them. “He couldn’t keep up with me.”

“He wouldn’t be old if he came here the same way you did,” I rolled my eyes and straightened the line of bottles again.

“Maybe,” she sat primly, as if she hadn’t just almost tipped over a dozen bottles.

“He’d be a magical creature just like you,” I scooped potion out of the cauldron and tried to carefully pour it into the funnel. It took concentration to pour and hold the funnel tightly to the potion bottle, so I didn’t see her response.

“Perhaps,” Terra said in my head, and I could only hope she was choosing to be good. I’d spent twenty minutes keeping this batch of health potions at just the right temperature. I didn’t want it to be ruined now. “But not as good as me.”

“Of course not,” I gave the only answer I could if I wanted to be able to finish the bottling process of this batch. Then again, she could hear my thoughts, so she could probably hear my eye roll. Cats and their games. I loved her even more for it.

I finished the line of potions and gave a relieved sigh. I looked up to find Terra cleaning herself unnecessarily. I cast a clean on her, playfully, and she swept her tail out toward a nearby bottle. Luckily, the bottle was full and didn’t move at the casual touch.

Luck +1

“Maybe I should go play with Kat,” Terra gave a snarky snicker into my mind, hopping down from the counter and sauntering to the door.

“Knife dodging as a new cat game?” I asked, casting clean on my cauldron and workspace.

I had the satisfaction of seeing Terra pause with a nervous tail flick at the open cottage doorway, but she continued outside. “As if she could hit me at her current level.”

“Do familiars level?” I asked, my curiosity suddenly poking me in the ribs.

“We level with you,” Terra turned in the doorway.

“Do you have skills and stuff?” I pondered. “I mean, do you… are you trying to get stats and skills up too?”

“Yes,” she purred like she’d caught one of her cat toys. “And I’ve just gotten two points in mental conversation. Now I plan to get a few more bumps in my agility.”

“By dodging Kat’s knives?” I asked, pausing to lean against my counter.

“What can I say?” Terra gave a kitty-smile and turned her tail toward me, heading for the front garden. “I’ll need to get ahead of the beast, because Cliff will certainly bring his familiar with him.”

I tried to hide my snicker, but there was no hiding from a familiar. She gave me a playfully mental bat and I felt like I could feel her padding across the stones of the path. My connection seemed to snap off as she was distracted by something that looked like a butterfly but moved much more like a cricket. I could only think Kat would love/hate them.

I had gotten the hang of the process in the first hour. I got into a rhythm. Not only was I getting experience for my class, but I was gaining experience as an Alchemist. The experience I got for practicing my spells wasn’t enough to let me level in my class, but I got two levels in my Alchemist profession. It was welcome growth, especially with how it bolstered my mana and health pools. I loved how my profession levels added to my class level to calculate my health and mana. It was something I fully planned to exploit.

I’d gotten to level three as an Alchemist, having started at level one. My mind got lost in the process of churning out experience and skill boosts. I loved it. The perfecting of just how much experience I could eek out of the least amount of effort was something I’d had to practice all my old life. I’d been sick a lot of my life and maximizing what I could do with very little energy was my specialty. It was so familiar that it relaxed my mind. The routine gave my mind a chance to think as well. I was enjoying the quiet.

“Mom!” Kat burst in, Terra a limp form in her arms.

My heart skipped, but Terra gave me a mental wink and then jumped out of Kat’s arms. With a scampering laugh, Terra darted up one of the ladders. Kat stood staring.

“She was faking?” Kat bunched her fists and lunged for the ladder. “I’m going to catch you for real.”

“Terra the Terrible strikes again.” I grabbed Kat’s arm with a chuckle.

“Terra, the Terror!” Kat shook a fist at the ladder, but I could feel Terra was already sliding out an opened window in one of the lofts.

“Check her hands,” Terra sent to my mind, and I jerked my attention to the hand at the end of the arm I held.

“What did you do?” I gasped at the cuts on Kat’s fingers. None of them were very deep, but there were quite a few of them. I used my Identify skill and cast a heal to replace the health she’d lost.

“It’s nothing,” Kat pulled her hand back and went to hide it behind her back until she noticed it was whole. “Besides, all it took was one little heal and it’s all fixed.”

I gave her a stern look.

Kat gave me a playful smile that had just enough chagrin to have me sighing in return.

“And when were you going to come back to get that heal?” I accused her, turning back toward my workbench to hide the slight shake of my hands.

“I was on my way,” she tried to explain. “I was only going to let my health go down a few more points before I came back here for a heal. I know you’re busy.”

“I’m never too busy for you,” I grit out, angrily stuffing a few herbs into a large pestle. The mana mixture required a set of dried herbs that had to be ground together. I stopped myself long enough to doublecheck the proportions. I made mistakes when I was angry or flustered. “I don’t know where you got that idea, but I wish you would realize that I’ve always got time for you.”

“I know,” Kat’s low voice came from behind me. “I didn’t mean to say it. I’m sorry.”

“What were you doing,” I turned around to face her, the herbs on my counter meaning nothing. “Did you go into the forest?”

“No!” Kat assured me. “It’s just… I was playing that game we saw in that old movie. You know, where the guy put his palm on the table and ran the knife between his fingers.” She took out her dagger and put her hand on the table as if to show me.

“Don’t you dare,” I grabbed for her knife hand, but she flicked it away. Her stats were definitely improving if she could pull away so easily. I turned my grabbing hand into a pointing finger.

“It took my dexterity and luck up like crazy,” she held her healed hand up in front of me. “And all it cost was a few health and a heal spell to fix it.”

I could see her point, but I didn’t like it. Was my head still half-stuck in the old world where it was stupid to play games like that? Or was I overreacting like a Mom? It was one thing to bargain with my own pain and health, but it was something else to see her doing it.

“Try it?” she held out the dagger to me, and I was ready to lose my mind.

I think I took the dagger because I wanted her to see what it felt like to see a loved one in pain, but my dexterity was good enough that it wasn’t the idiotic gambit I’d assumed. She was my kid. I put my hand on the table with my fingers spread, knife in my right hand. This was stupid. I was the grown up. I was supposed to disapprove. My mind snapped back into focus as I imagined the worst that could happen.

“Are you crazy?” I snapped my hand back off the table. “You could have cut off a finger! Would a heal put that back?”

I could see her chewing that one a bit. No one could beat my mind for imagining the worst.

“Oh,” she mumbled, and took her dagger back when I spun it to offer it back to her. “You’ve got a point.”

I ground my herbs to keep my hands from shaking. What had I done by bringing her here? She’d had a future as a doctor in our old world. Had I been kidding myself about doing her a favor by bringing her here. For the first time, I wondered if I’d made a very big mistake. I should have brought my husband first. Kat could have rebounded and gone on to med school. Kids left home and were just fine.

“She needed you,” Terra poked her head over the ledge behind Kat, probably having crawled back in through that window when the coast was clear. Kat was staring at her hand in her own thoughts.

I cast a glance up to Terra but shook my head instead of responding. I wasn’t done with my self-castigation. This was a dangerous world full of twisted morals and immoral dilemmas and the first thing I’d done was doom my kid to it, and why? Because I was a lonely, pathetic idiot.

“I’m sorry,” Kat echoed the words that were swimming around in my own mind. I’d almost thought I’d said it, but she had.

“No, I’m sorry,” I choked out, my herbs tilting over in a mess that I knew I couldn’t use. “I shouldn’t have brought you here. You had such a bright future! Better than anything I could have done. I wasn’t going to make it through med school, but you? Oh, my God, you! You were going to be something!”

“I hated college,” Kat dumped on me, her voice flat, her head shaking. “I hated the thought of medical school, and most of all, I hated, with everything in me, the very idea of being a doctor.”

“What?” My eyes misted. Her eyes misted. Terra was probably sniffling as Kat and I stood staring at each other.

“You didn’t see her crying in her room,” Terra whispered in a hushed tone. “She did hate it.”

“I felt like a fraud!” Kat sputtered over the top of Terra’s voice in my head.

“No,” I whispered, not because I was denying what she felt, but because I couldn’t believe I hadn’t known. We’d been so close. I thought I knew her.

“I couldn’t have gotten through pre-med without you,” she choked out. She didn’t seem angry, but it felt like some dam was breaking in her.

“I couldn’t have gotten through without you!” I insisted, sliding down to sit on a stool beside the table we’d eaten breakfast at an hour before.

“You say that,” Kat threw up her hands and paced. “It isn’t true. You could have done anything! You’re amazing!”

“I wish I could have told you,” Terra gave me big eyes. “I heard each of you crying the same tears at night when things got tough.”

“But I gave you so many chances to quit,” I tried to find my voice in a throat tight with tears I’d been afraid to shed for a long time.

“Quit?!?” Kat scoffed, and I could tell she wasn’t angry with me. She was angry with herself. “I couldn’t quit! We weren’t quitters! Not our family! As long as you could stay in school, I was going to be right there beside you.”

“I’d have quit if you did,” I reasoned with emotions that didn’t want to hear reason in either of us.

“That’s exactly why I wasn’t going to quit!” she raged. “I was not going to be the reason you didn’t get to be a doctor or whatever else you wanted to be.”

“But we talked about other options,” I tried some more.

“Yes,” Kat deflated a little. “But you didn’t see your face when we explored any other direction. I knew you would have done anything for me, but you… you wanted to be a doctor. You think I didn’t hear you crying with Dad at night that you’d have made a great doctor?”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” I gulped, searching my mind for the memories. “I was tired from all the school garbage. All the ways they tried to stop us. I meant that if I’d been young when I started school, then I’d have made a great doctor. I was going for you! You would make a great doctor!”

“I never thought that,” Kat admitted, finally sitting across from me, rows of potions between us. I let her talk, knowing I had to listen. “I never thought I’d make a good psychologist much less psychiatrist. I hated it. I hated how weak other people were compared to you. I hated how they whined and moaned about petty complaints when you were fighting real mental illness. The way you saw things and how people shoved you in a closet and patted you on the head like you were brainless after you’d helped them! I wanted you to be a doctor. I had to finish so you could get the recognition you deserved.”

I carelessly pushed potions out of the way and grabbed Kat’s hands in mine. I didn’t care if I broke them all. I didn’t have words yet. We sat.

“God,” I sent up a prayer for words. “It wasn’t like that for me. I…”

Kat held my hands but laid her forehead on the table. I searched for words that didn’t come easily to me.

“I really didn’t think…” I tried again; my words jumbled. “I was convinced they wouldn’t let me finish. Then I was convinced they wouldn’t let me into medical school. Then I was just so tired that I didn’t dare hope I could get through the next class. I was fifty-four years old and feeling every year in every bone of my body.”

Kat looked up at me. I could see in her eyes that she knew how much of a toll the whole thing had taken on me. I kept hold of her hands, even as I couldn’t meet her eyes all the time I was talking.

“It took me fifty years to be mature enough to deal with the stupidity of college,” I offered up next. “Professors convinced they were right about everything but ignoring patterns that I’ve seen for decades of watching the world slowly fall apart. Officials who wanted to convince me that they were going to help me and then stabbed me in the back. It wasn’t that I didn’t know they’d do it, but you didn’t know it. I figured if you were going to survive in a world with the same level of neurodiversity I’ve got, you’d need someone to stand in front of you and get hit by all the assholes that want to stand in your way.”

“I can take my own hits,” she protested weakly. “I’d have gladly taken half the heat they heaped on you.”

“I know, but you didn’t have to,” I told her. “It was the least I could do for you. They were always going to see us as too stupid to be smarter than them. And I’m dumb. I’m really dumb in some really whacked out ways.”

“No, you’re not,” she shook her head at me and put her forehead back on the table a little harder than I wanted her to.

“I am,” I insisted, wincing at the knot she’d have on her head if she kept that up. “I’m also really smart in a way they can’t understand. I’m both. And so are you. But they were going to come for you. That first class where the teacher took one look at your age and thought your paper had to have been written by me instead of you? They were going to do to you what they’d done to me.”

“I just wanted them to stop coming after you!” She looked up at me.

“It was too late for me,” I admitted what I maybe should have admitted long before. “They were convinced I was one thing and they needed to nail me into that box so they could justify treating me so badly.”

“People suck,” Kat took her hand away to grab her hair. I cast an extra heal for the headache that had to be looming for her.

“Mostly,” I admitted. “But I was hoping you wouldn’t know that for sure until after you’d made enough money to be able to make your own rules.”

“That was never going to happen,” she protested weakly.

“I was only recently starting to figure that out too,” I pet her hair, trying to calm us both.

“I’ve known that for the last year,” she grumped at me.

“That’s how I know you’re smarter than me,” I shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t want to be a doctor,” Kat told me more calmly now.

“I don’t think that’s an option anymore,” I nodded with a playful frown, waving my hand around the room. “It’d be hard for an assassin to pass the medical exams in a whole different world.”

“Thank God,” she muttered with a watery smile. “Though, maybe assassinating some of those assholes in college would be cathartic for both of us.”

“Maybe,” I shook my head at her.

Terra butted her head at Kat’s elbow. Kat reached out to pet Terra.

“You don’t hate me?” Kat asked me, focused on Terra to avoid my eyes.

“For what?” I teased her, my smile turning real. “Do you hate me?”

“Never,” she asserted firmly.

I waited until she met my eyes and said, “Ditto, kiddo.”

“I can’t believe we went through anatomy for nothing,” she teased, using a stray feather from her hat to get Terra playful again. Terra’s eyes got big and claws came a little too close to my bunched but unharmed batch of sealed potions.

“I don’t know,” I reasoned, grabbing bottles and packing them into boxes. “You’ll know exactly which arteries to hit so they bleed out quickly.”

“Mom!” she pretended badly to feel shock and dismay, but I rolled my eyes. “So bloodthirsty! The PTA women would be shocked!”

“And that’s why I didn’t take over the PTA in the only school I ever sent you to,” I asserted, as if we didn’t both know I was pretty much a pacifist. I hadn’t even killed Beau and that was as close as I got to hating a person. I’d never hated him as much as anyone thought. I couldn’t imagine who the Nemesis Engine had chosen for me.

Did I really even hate anyone? If I didn’t hate the college people, I didn’t hate anyone, really. Did I? My mind conjured the head of the Code of Conduct department. It was true. I disliked that guy a whole lot. Then I imagined him trying to cope in this world and gave a snort of derision. I couldn’t imagine a single one of our college tormentors surviving a day in this world.
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                “That last batch will give us a total of a hundred and twelve potions in bottles and another twenty in the cauldrons,” I announced with a sigh of satisfaction.

“That’s quite a haul,” Terra purred at me. I gave her a rub and sat for a bit on a stool where I could watch the cauldrons. When they were done simmering, I’d add the Freshen potions to them. It would be enough to refill Chester’s supply if I didn’t get back right away. All he or Lily would have to do is scoop them into potion bottles. I could only do that with the health potions. The mana potions required an element after I capped them. The Keep Fresh and Baking Soda potions didn’t require a post-bottling element, but I doubted that Chester would want to sell them in the shop. I’d made a small batch of each anyway.

They stacked by twenties in my inventory. I had forty-six health potions, forty-nine mana potions, ten each of Baking Soda and Keep Fresh, a dozen of the Molotov Cocktails and five Mild Poison. The health and mana potions had had a small fail rate, creating just enough spoiled potions for me to test out the Mild Poison. I had forty of each of the health and mana potions stacked into the crates for Chester, but the rest were tucked into my inventory.

“I’m proud of our morning’s accomplishments,” I admitted. I cast my final Spark at the cauldron and then picked up the first crate. Maybe I’d get a strength stat bump if I carried it by hand. It wasn’t just the potions we’d made that I was proud of. My mind was clear, and Terra and I had been talking most of the morning. Her little kitty-mind was a fascinating combination of wisdom and animal blinders all wrapped up in a bundle of affection toward me.

The crate I’d just hefted thunked back onto the table as my mind caught up with what I’d shoved toward the back. I’d had just enough ingredients to finish my potions. I’d had just enough potions to fill Chester’s order. I now had just enough money to take the coaches. It was fishy. My first day in this world had been a scrabbling mess, but even then, I’d had just the right skill to get room and board at the tavern. Now I had a perfect little dreamy cottage straight out of some fairy tale, complete with a new job where, once again, everything lined up just enough.

“Something’s not right about all this,” I told Terra, my mind trying to justify our current fortune. People, in my opinion, tended to ignore the discrepancies when things were going right. I wasn’t people like that.

“Mom!” Kat bounced into the doorway of the cottage. “I got level three! I could get my own Nemesis Quest now! We could get Daddy and Cliff!”

“I thought we agreed we wouldn’t take any more,” I huffed out, hating the imperious tone coming out of my mouth.

“We have to take another one anyway,” she reasoned with me, her determination set in the narrowing of her eyes. That was the stubborn streak she’d gotten from my husband. People often thought I was stubborn, but I wasn’t. Really.

I stood there gaping at her, my mind again pulled away from deeper thoughts. Indecision was not my friend. Seeing the other crate, Kat picked it up and headed for the door as if she’d only declared that breakfast had been good. This had shaved a little off of the sanity I’d gotten back by making potions. I hadn’t wanted to do any of these quests. I didn’t want to trap another person here. It was messing with my sanity every day.

“Shouldn’t we wait until we defeat mine?” I called out to her.

“Mine would only be three days away,” she stopped at the doorway and turned around. “Yours is more like nine. Let’s get Daddy here faster and pull Cliff in with yours.”

“Did you get a compass?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

“Yeah,” she admitted, and my suspicions were confirmed. She’d already gotten the quest.

Inside I was fuming. I was angry that she’d done it. I was ashamed that we were the villains, but honestly, I was more ashamed that I agreed with her reasoning. If we did this right, it could all be over in a couple of days. Then we could settle into that nice little cottage and live happily ever after. And all of that just smacked of being easy. Why had everything suddenly gotten easy?

I looked at the potions that had been too easy and the cottage that had been perfect. “Aren’t you worried about how easy it all seems to be getting?”

“Yep,” she looked down at her crate of potions. I wasn’t ashamed of her or her decision. I was more ashamed of myself for how I doubted her.

“It’s all perfectly easy as long as we’re headed toward another Nemesis Quest,” I waved my hand around the cottage. “Of course, it was easy to give us a cottage with all the trimmings. We have to leave it to go on the quest anyway.”

“I don’t mind things being easy for a bit,” Kat leaned against the doorway and sighed. “We could use a little easy.”

“What direction did your compass point to?” I asked, expecting to hear that we had to go another direction entirely.

“Same as yours,” she admitted, pushing off the wall and walking out the door.

“And that’s too easy!” I exclaimed, picking my crate back up and following Kat out the door.

“I say we stay in the easy groove until it runs out,” she shocked me, flitting down the stone path with a nimbleness that she hadn’t had a few hours ago. I hated the glibness, but I could admire her ability to adapt. “I couldn’t believe our luck either. We can pick mine off with a flick and be on our way to yours the next morning.”

“Groovy,” I muttered, following her more carefully. I needed to know I was right before I tried to steer her away from what felt like foolish behavior. Who was I to judge her decisions? I wasn’t that kind of mother. I could guide, but she had to choose her own morality. “There’s a catch to all this and I’m not sure we can live with ourselves if we just take the easy way.”

“Have you thought of how bad it could get if we don’t follow the path?” she asked me, turning, and skipping backwards toward the well. “We can talk more in the coaches. I’m sure we’ll have time.”

“I can’t wait,” I was sincere. I could almost feel the ambient mana pushing us. It was in the very air we breathed. If I looked close enough, it was the difference between walking a path in the forest and forging through a hip-deep swamp. Everything in me wanted to dart off this path. It felt like we were being nailed into another box.

“We should figure out how to practice skills in the coaches. It’ll be a good place for you to teach me some spells and me to teach you some knife-play,” Kat declared glibly.

“But we’ll also talk, right?” I pressed her. I watched her eyes.

Kat hadn’t been a fragile kid. She’d been private but fierce. When she got hurt, she would hide it from me. She’d always said she didn’t want to worry me. Kat had been seventeen when all this happened. She hadn’t had a chance to fully develop her sense of morality yet. It was still forming. She’d lost more than she was going to admit today. In our old world, she’d been a quiet prodigy heading into med school. I couldn’t add to her stress. I needed to give her some space to come to terms with everything.

“You remember when we didn’t dare talk in lab classes because they’d use anything against us?” she thought she was explaining to me. I knew to stay silent, but now that I could feel it closing in on me, I wasn’t content to let myself be guided. Her tone might have been flippant, but I knew her. She was on edge too. “There’s a time to play by the rules and a time to go our own way. You taught me that.”

I shuddered, bombarded by the way it all rubbed me the wrong way. It wasn’t that I didn’t want an easy life, but nothing felt real. I didn’t know how to get to real from here. Where were we going to get a chance to talk if mana had ears?

“Let’s just see where it goes until the family is all together,” she turned back around to skirt the well, and gave an extra twirl for good measure. Her tone was just a tiny bit manic as she continued. “Besides, I love churning up stats! It’s so invigorating! I can see the progress. It’s tangible and definitive and just so cool!”

“They’ll only bounce around like this for the first few days,” I put in, following with less pizzazz. This was all my fault. What had I gotten us into?

“Yeah, but I’ll always be able to pull up a character sheet and see the tangible results of effort,” she enthused, lifting my precious crate of rattling potions over her head. I couldn’t find words, so she talked. “And that’s a strength bump. It’s just that in our old world, nothing worked like this. I was always so unsure of what I was doing. It was infuriating. Was I doing something that was going to help me or hurt me? This though! It’s amazing. I know I’m headed in the right direction. It’s all in black and white tables of stats and skills. I’ve never felt so…”

I cocked my head to the side, letting her find her words.

“Free!” she shrugged her shoulders, bouncing the crate a little too much for my taste.

Free wouldn’t have been the word I’d have used. Terra bounded ahead of us down the trail to Chester’s back door. She batted at the bottom of the door until it swung open just a little and slipped in the crack before we got there. I didn’t feel like I could say anything.

“It’s like I can make mistakes and know right away they were mistakes because they just don’t go anywhere. They don’t create anything. They don’t accomplish anything! But when I find something new that does get somewhere, I know. I really know I’m progressing!”

I nodded, but she knew it wasn’t necessarily in agreement. I was thinking. This reward system was satisfying but was it really taking us in healthy directions? I’d been so wrapped up in my own panic. Had I been selfish? Had I done the wrong thing in bringing her here? What decided something should be rewarded? Did it have an agenda? It would be so easy to get lost in the progression, but this Nemesis Quest wasn’t a good and moral direction. And what would happen when we finally defied it? Because I knew us. We would defy the trend. It was in my nature.

“Don’t worry so much, Mom,” Kat admonished me, shouldering open the back door of Chester’s shop. I took a breath and tried to be inspired by Kat’s attitude. Would my mind ever stop overthinking all these decisions?

“Delivery!” Kat called out to Chester, mimicking his earlier mannerism.

I gave a wry chuckle that was more forced than real. She gave me a smile tinged with worry. I straightened my shoulders, gave her a nod, and followed her inside. We were on the same page, even if she was saying the words the system wanted to hear while I was thinking nothing of the kind. We’d had a deal for the last year of pre-med. We put our heads down and pretended to be normal. We didn’t ask for special treatment and didn’t complain when they didn’t comply with what accommodations we were supposed to get. We’d figured it was easier than filing complaints to deaf departments.

“Hey Kat, Karma,” Chester called out. I put my happy mask on. People always said they’d be helpful in the beginning, but we were used to them backpedaling when we didn’t conform.

“Mom finished the potions,” Kat called back to him.

“Mom?” Chester asked, taking the crate from Kat.

“Um,” Kat stalled, casting eyes to me. With Kat’s return, I’d forgotten that I appeared the same age as her to these people. We’d fallen into old habits, but I certainly didn’t look old enough to be her mother. My mind was distracted with this silly stuff that I couldn’t do anything about. We were going to make some stupid mistakes.

“It’s a nickname,” I made up quickly, trying to mask our oddities. “I’m the older of us and my parents weren’t really there all that often, so she calls me Mom.”

“Always worrying about me like a mom,” Kat agreed, trying to hide a smile. It was the truth and that’s what made her laugh. It wasn’t like I didn’t have a lot of experience trying to mask.

Chester accepted the explanation with a nod and a smile. I didn’t like even the implication of the lie, but I wasn’t smart enough to think of a better explanation. What would I have done if either Chester or Lily remembered that I’d been fighting for my daughter? This reinforced my thoughts about how this world rewarded and sometimes pushed people into situations that didn’t align with the morals that I’d choose for me or my family. I didn’t want to lie to Chester, but what would happen if we told the truth?

I’m not a prude, and I have some moral beliefs that would challenge most of our previous societal norms, but truth was one of my cornerstones. This world was full of lies. I opened my mouth to tell Chester the truth, but he got words out first.

“You finished all these so fast?” He checked the contents of each crate, marking down numbers on a list from his pocket. I let myself settle into what felt like another scene from drama class. “You’ll have twenty gold waiting for you when you return, I’m sure. They’re a good quality.”

“I have another cauldron of health potions if you wash out some bottles and refill them,” I told him. The mask I needed to wear left a bad taste in my mouth, but I felt trapped. “That might give you another twenty of them if you’re careful.”

“I don’t suppose you’d front us a few silver for a couple of those backpacks,” Kat wheedled. I saw her eyes unfocus and knew she was reading a notification.

“How many?” Chester gave her a stern look.

“Four?” Kat asked.

“Four silver or four backpacks?” Chester shot back.

“Backpacks,” Kat gave him her most charming look. It wasn’t the best I’d seen, but I was sure her charm was higher than it had been on our world. “If we die on this mission, you’ll have all those gold to yourself anyway.”

“Die? Mission?” Chester’s shrewd look turned to concern. He really was a nice man at heart, even if he didn’t remember being a knight in shining armor. Had that really been just the previous night?

“We have a quest,” I filled in, watching Kat try to backpedal the situation.

“I thought you were unguilded,” Chester scratched his mustache whiskers.

“We can still get quests,” I asserted, making the system tell the truth instead of making up something myself. Would it adapt if I forced a few little things?

“Interesting,” Chester nodded to himself. I didn’t know how he justified the obvious discrepancy from what he thought he knew of the world, but he had noticed it and accepted whatever it was.

“I’ve got a few other potions you might like,” I pulled out a sample of everything but the poison. I was saving those for Kat. “I got the recipes from a previous quest.”

Chester pulled out a pair of wire-rimmed glasses and gave the potions a look while I talked.

“The Baking Soda one is something I can combine with a recipe for Cookies that Lily might like. It’s more of a kitchen ingredient than a potion really,” I shrugged. While the Baking Soda was my favorite of the potions, I doubted it had much worth to anyone else. I moved on to the Molotov Cocktail. “This one is handy for adventurers though. If you shake it, light it, and throw it, it will explode.”

“I’ve heard of them,” Chester placed the potion bottle onto a shelf very carefully. “I could probably sell a few but it would take some time for adventurers to trust the concoction. Who knows? Maybe if they’ve heard of it.”

“This one is just something that’ll preserve something,” I figured it was the most worthless to adventurers and me alike.

“Keep Fresh?” Chester’s brows raised. “This one I can sell easily, though not for as much as health or mana potions. They use it on their rations. A single spoonful will keep a loaf of bread fresh for a month. They love this stuff. I’ll take all the Keep Fresh, two Molotov Cocktails, and one of those Baking Sodas for a gold and all the backpacks I have in stock. I can pay off the merchant’s guild as I sell the potions.”

“All six of the backpacks?” Kat grabbed at the backpacks greedily and I smiled. If she and I were a little sharp around the edges, no one else needed to know it.

“Sure,” he told her. “Grab a few of those sacks over there too if you want. I’ll take the total out of the potion profits.”

“Thanks,” her eyes gleamed like a kid in a candy store.

“Are you sure?” I asked Chester, not wanting to get him in any trouble. It was a small store in a remote place.

“It’s fine,” Chester winked at me. “I’ve run a tab for Mabel before and it was fine. The market goes up and down, but it evens out in the end. I’d give you more coins to hold you over, but I’m getting low myself until we make some sales.”

“You might want to wait to get to town, Kat,” I warned her as her eyes scanned other goods in the store. I didn’t want to deplete his supply. He’d need it to recoup what he was giving us in coin.

“It’s all good,” he reached out to pat my hand. In that moment, I mourned the previous Chester, my tank and friend. It made me a little misty. Whoever he thought he knew wasn’t the me that was real.

I picked up a pencil and a pad of paper. Between that and the pile of sacks that Kat plopped on the counter, we put a gold’s worth of a dent in our future profits. I was pretty sure Chester had put a discount on our purchase. He also shoved a few extra pads of paper, some pencils, and a week’s worth of rations into the pile. Was that a waterskin? Oh, he was right. That would be handy.

“You should get your coach tickets from Mabel before it gets here,” Chester broke into my melancholy. “You’ve got about three hours before it comes through. It’ll stop to let folks eat and then travel through the night to Siff.”

“Thanks, Chester,” I told him, suddenly feeling the fear of leaving the only place I knew in this world. What good did a cottage in the back do me when it might not even be there if I made it back?

“It’ll be there,” Terra assured me. “Sammi made a deal. They can’t take it back.”

I was a little shaken. How did she know?

“Kat wasn’t the only one to get a tutorial, remember?” Terra soothed me, but I just felt so manipulated. They’d gotten some mystical tutorial. Why hadn’t I gotten one? “I’ll share anything I can with you. It’s just that most of it is just about how to be a familiar and I’m not sure it applies to anything.”

“No thanks necessary,” Chester waved a dismissive hand at my retreat as Kat subtlety tugged me toward the front door. “Lily and I look forward to camping out at the cottage while you’re gone. She says it has better light than our apartment upstairs. Now, go grab some grub before you go.”

I skirted the counter between us and gave Chester a hug that surprised him for only a moment. I probably hung on too long, but it gave me a chance to fight back a sniffle. The way he returned the hug assured me that Lily wouldn’t hold it against me. I was going to give her one just like it before we left. I hadn’t even thought of having someone look out for the cottage. I didn’t want to hurt Chester or Lily, but once we were out of town, I was getting off this grooved path to make some waves in this world. This girl wasn’t groovy.

            

    
        Ch 23 - Travelling Time

    
    
    
    
                I was never taking the night coach again. It turned out there were two coaches. One left town in the morning and travelled most of the day and the other left in the evening and travelled all night. If you think the red-eye flight from LAX to anywhere was bad, a coach ride through the night was a nightmare, no offense to the delightful not-horses. Yes, that thing in the stable had looked more like a horse than any other animal I’d seen in this world, but it didn’t move like one.

The coachman said he liked the rocking motion and that we’d sleep like a baby. I slept like a baby. I slept like a teething six-month old with chronic colic. I woke up like I was in my fifty-year-old body back on Earth. The coach was like riding a little kid roller coaster. Almost fun for the few minutes of a ride at the carnival, but if you ever stayed on the tilt-a-whirl all night, you’d have some idea of what a coach ride felt like. My stomach was so sick after the first four hours that I must have passed out for a whole hour of what I am generously calling sleep.

Kat practiced the Spark spell I taught her most of the night, but even she fell asleep sometime after midnight. Terra was curled up on her shoulder and had been the only one of us to sleep most of the way. I only noticed dawn curling over the horizon because I had my head out the window throwing up again. I cast a clean on the carriage for the dozen-th time and squinted my eyes up at the driver.

“It’ll only be another few minutes, ma’am,” he said, sympathy and mirth warring for time on his facial expressions. “Siff is just up ahead.”

I woke Kat and Terra, the latter of which hopped more nimbly than my tired mind could process onto the roof of the coach. Kat leaned out one window and I leaned out the other. At least we’d been lucky enough to be riding alone, so my humiliation was mostly private. The coach’s rocking slowed to a gut-churning sway of a back yard teeter totter as the not-horses slowed to a walk to stop outside the gates.

Siff was bigger than I expected. It was surrounded by two walls. One outer wall was only three feet high, but nothing existed between it and the other. The coach stopped at an inn outside the walls. The inner wall was intimidating at over fifteen feet high, and it stretched as far as I could see to the west and then right up against a river to the east. It was topped with guards and punctuated with towers. I’ll admit I goggled at the majesty of it, as I stumbled out of the coach.

The ground felt blessedly solid, and I barely resisted sinking to my knees right there in the street. Kat wearily dragged me into the inn, got me to pay for a single room with a double bed, and nearly had to carry me up the stairs. I didn’t remember anything else until well after noon when Kat woke me with a bowl of something that wasn’t my cooking.

“We have troubles,” she told me softly, brushing the sleep from me like the pail of water Mabel had flung at me the first day.

“Okay,” I scrubbed my face with my hands and took the proffered bowl of oatmeal. My stomach demanded that I eat it even as my nose wanted to turn up at it. Mabel’s porridge had smelled better. “What’s up?”

“My compass is spinning,” Kat whispered to me, holding it out so I could see the spinning needle.

“It means her nemesis is here,” Terra nudged my hand into moving, so I took the bite I’d been bringing to my mouth.

“How close?” I asked them both, meeting Kat’s tone. Three days. It should have taken three days.

“Close,” Kat and Terra said at once even though Kat couldn’t hear Terra.

“I’m a hypocrite,” I groaned, my mind clicking information into place. “Beau got to me in three days when it should have taken him nine. He didn’t have any money so the quest engine calculated the distance by how long it would take to walk.”

“That’s good, right?” Kat whispered. “Whoever it is won’t be as ready as they might have been.”

“I called Beau a cheater for it,” I ground out around another bite of lousy porridge.



“Stop it! Just stop it. I can’t do it. Make it stop!”

The quill stopped scribbling, its spines drooping slightly.

“I can’t write today,” I protested, my voice cracking with a sorrow I hadn’t dealt with yet. “This is stupid anyway.”

The quill set itself flat on the teakwood desk with a click.

“We lost five followers,” I ranted at the passive quill as if it was all its fault. “It’s not like I can keep them interested. My life isn’t interesting, or they don’t believe it or whatever other excuse they use to move on. It’s all the same. I can’t do this.”

Terra padded into the little office and scratched her way up her cat tree. She gave me a stare.

“Don’t look at me that way,” I pushed away from the desk. “I won’t write it.”

The fireplace dimmed as if my anger had scared it. I wanted to feel a little guilty for the way the furniture flinched, but it wasn’t my fault they were all skittish.

I heard a scratching behind me. “I said stop it,” I growled out, my fists clenched so tight that I thought I had to hit something. The quill stopped again.

“It’s just a bad day,” Terra reasoned, her tone serious.



Five followers. I could feel my mana pool shrinking. At least you hadn’t left me. I don’t feel quite as alone with you there. It seems like such a small thing, and I should be able to get over it. It’s the life of a writer to have highs and lows. It isn’t their fault. They don’t understand what’s coming. I think something in you understands though. Just stay and maybe I can get through it.

Every time I hear the quill scratching across the paper, I know it gets one step closer to Kat…How do I write it? I know. The quill just scribbled out my thoughts and you think that must be easy but… I apologize for the disjointed nature of this chapter. I begged the quill to delete most of this. I just don’t think it’s necessary to plaster my grief all over a bunch of digital pages. Don’t.

It doesn’t listen to me. It’s ruthless. I’ve tried plucking every spine out of the thing, setting it on fire, and… well lots of stuff. I’m surprised that it’s still writing this.

Honestly, I thought I could write about it and feel better. I thought it could get me through the grief. But it’s too raw. I just want to crawl back in bed and pretend it didn’t happen.



“Excuse me,” Terra interrupted my heartache.

I didn’t want to talk about it, not even with her. I could hear that quill and it set my teeth on edge. Everything I thought was being put on a page to then be uploaded. I hated him more than ever.

“I said, excuse me,” Terra broke into my thoughts again.

“What?!” I raged, and she flinched back from me. I was too mad with grief to care that I’d scared her. “I can’t write about how Kat died. I can’t do it. I don’t even want to think about it!”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Terra half-hid behind the trunk of her carpet-covered tree.



I’m a horrible person. Terra loved me and I was striking out at her because of the pain in my chest that wouldn’t go away. Some days I can hardly breathe from it. It had been my fault. Me and my sanctimonious ideals of fairness. I’d made her wait. We could have gone in there and obliterated that pansy-assed little snot-nosed kid, but I hadn’t wanted to cheat. I hadn’t wanted to be like Beau, so I’d let that punk get just strong enough to kill my baby. I’d underestimated that boy’s ability to lie.

Even you’ll want to leave me soon. It’s for the best. I’ll just get you killed too. But… don’t go. Not you too.

Yeah, I know it isn’t the followers that got to me. I know that but I can’t admit that I just don’t want to talk about Kat anymore. I don’t want to think about the look on his face when he drove the dagger into her back.



“You killed my family,” Joey ground out through his clenched jaw, his face a twisted mask. At first my mind didn’t process what had happened. I cast my heal, but it didn’t seem to do anything. It just looked like when the two of them used to hug. He was behind her with his chin on her shoulder, one arm around her waist. Except instead of smiling, Joey had a crazed look on his face.

“What are you talking about?” I gasped out, still unaware that my daughter wasn’t breathing. Caught in the middle of it, I hadn’t figured out yet that my world had stopped turning.

“Don’t act like you don’t know,” he let her go and she sank to the ground.

There was the knife, covered in her blood. I knew the look in Joey’s eyes. They weren’t rational. I’d seen that look before. I’d stopped it before, but it hadn’t been my daughter in a pool of blood at the feet of the man with that look on his face.

“She killed them all, just because we broke up,” he whimpered at the look in my eyes that mirrored his. I stumbled to understand him, but things were breaking in me and I only half heard his words. “The blood was everywhere. My mom was still warm, but I couldn’t wake her up.”



“I said STOP!” I screamed at that stupid quill. I cast every spell I knew at the quill as if it could stop her lifeless body from falling to the ground. Just like I’d cast every spell I had at Joey.



“Go ahead and kill me,” he uttered his last breath, still cursing me, her and our family. “My whole family is dead anyway. She killed them all.”



I pieced it together later. On the night that the Nemesis Engine had pulled Joey into this world as Kat’s nemesis, he had walked into his house to find bodies. It couldn’t have been Kat. She’d been in another world. My soul knew my husband had gone off the rails. Without me there to stop him, my husband had gone to find our daughter. When Kat wasn’t there, he took their daughter. Then he’d taken them.

Now Kat was dead too. First love. So passionate and bittersweet. I’d hated Romeo and Juliet, finding the whole thing so trite and banal.



I beg of you to understand. There is a… There’s no excuse. I’m sorry.

How are you still reading? Did you see what that stupid quill recorded? Go ahead and turn away. I know you want to. Hell, I want to.

No matter what I do, that stupid quill keeps writing it all down. If I read what it’s writing, I’m not sure I can live with myself. I don’t care about this stupid Nemesis Engine anymore. I don’t care about anything. Just leave me here.



“I said, excuse me,” Terra insisted yet again.

I wanted so badly to ignore her but how does one ignore something that’s booming inside your own head?

“What?!?!” I choked out, my tears in waves, my grief still raw even after so much time had passed.

“I don’t want to interrupt your perfectly natural response to grief,” Terra sounded far too reasonable for my state of mind. “I feel my own too, so I know… BUT, we are strong enough to get back up from this.”

“I don’t feel strong,” I told her angrily. “I don’t want to BE strong anymore. I’m just so tired. I just want it all to stop.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” came Sammi’s voice, and I turned to cast any spell I could at them.

Sammi’s tutu caught fire, but they remained stoically standing there, much to my despair. I felt so powerless. They didn’t even try to put out the flames. Sammi just gave a sigh and let me punch and pound on a leather jacket that reminded me of her. How dare Sammi show their patient face?

“I can’t talk to her when she gets like this,” Sammi told Terra, and I hated every ion in Sammi’s body.

“Please,” Terra pleaded into the haze in my mind.

Every once in a while, in the process of grief, you think you can handle things again. You get up and get on with life. You move through things like the world doesn’t have a hole in the middle of it. You do what needs to be done and you cry a little every night and you think, now it could be getting better. Then something happens. Something stupid or smart, small or large, nothing or something. And once that something happens, you fall straight back into the worst of the grief.

Knowing the fact that this process is normal and natural does not help. You see that break in the writing? I spent days in a haze of reliving the worst grief a parent can experience. If the stupid quill would let me, I’d spare you the hideous scene, but it just keeps scribbling across pages. I’m going to move forward here, not because I got the stupid quill to stop, but because I’m in the next little eye of the storm of that grief and I can write the next bit.

“That’s what I was trying to say,” Terra broke into the writing.

“What do you mean?” I said, empty of feeling, wrung out.

“I’m just saying that maybe we can change things,” she suggested, her little ears perky and too… just too.

“It’s written,” I said. “I can’t change it once it’s on the page. I tried to get that stupid quill to stop, but it just wouldn’t back up. Kat’s dead and there’s nothing I can do about it. Even the author can’t change it once it’s published.”

“Maybe,” Terra hedged. “But maybe not.”

“Spit it out, cat,” I shuddered with the effort to hold back another outburst.

“That’s why she called me,” Sammi popped in. I was glad Sammi was behind me. If I couldn’t see the genie, I could pretend they weren’t there.

“It’s written,” I moaned out. “I tried to stall with chapters of her and Terra, but the slower it went, the more followers we lost.”

“To be fair, you glossed over the fight between you and Kat about her accepting a Nemesis Quest,” Sammi said.

“You goaded her into accepting that quest,” I ground out, my fists either ready to fly at Sammi again or hold back my temper.

“I did,” Sammi admitted, “but you couldn’t have stopped her.”

“She was young and didn’t understand her own mortality,” I growled at Sammi, slowly losing my control of that temper. I wasn’t rational enough to know how badly I needed to blame Sammi so that I could lessen the shame I felt for myself.

“That isn’t the point,” Terra insisted, turning us to her. “Tell her what you told me!”

“I did some reading,” Sammi said, their voice carefully neutral, “on the forums.”

“Some research,” Terra put in, her tone hopeful. I didn’t want to hear it, but I knew they wouldn’t leave me be.

“Have you heard of a genre called the time loop?” Sammi asked.

“Like Groundhog Day,” Terra piped up.

“It’s more of a sub-genre,” Sammi admitted.

“You like Groundhog Day!” Terra perked her ears forward and I wanted to pet her and feel better. Feeling better often seems so wrong when you hurt this badly.

“Stop pussyfooting around it and tell me,” I grunted, wanting them to get it over with so I could go back to my grief. Let them all leave me, I thought. I didn’t care. Let that stupid quill write us all into oblivion.

“Think,” Sammi hedged, and all I wanted to do was smack them.

“You have to come up with it,” Terra pressed me.

“God, I’m so sick of all these rules,” I groaned aloud. “Didn’t I become the author to be able to make my own rules?”

“And you do, mostly,” Terra dared to come close to me, her whiskers forward and her ears alert. “But we have to have more mana for that.”

“And I have to have followers to get that mana,” I tried so hard not to yell, wanting Terra to stay near. I’d made her timid and fearful with all my big emotions. “I know all that but, in case you weren’t paying attention, this story isn’t going to get them!”

“Not if you keep whitewashing it,” Sammi said too bluntly. “What about that hour that you raged at each other over taking the quest and another couple of fights in the coach about how she wouldn’t learn your magic. Or the…”

“Shut your mouth,” I swung around to punch Sammi in their foul mouth, but they stood back far enough for me to miss. “I can’t have a little respect for the dead?” I muttered, fury exciting the very air between us. I didn’t want to think about the arguments. I blocked them out just as surely as I’d blocked out Terra’s timidness.

“Nobody wants to read about your perfect daughter and your perfect pet,” Sammi closed the space between us and got up in my face.

“She was perfect, and you killed her,” I raged, my palms burning. “You and Fizzbarren and this stupid Nemesis Engine!”

“It doesn’t have to happen that way,” Terra squeaked into my mind even as she hid behind the overstuffed chair. Normally she was afraid of the fireplace behind us, but she braved the fireplace over my temper. It was more courage than I’d ever seen in her. What mattered so much to her?

“What are you talking about?” I called out to the ceiling, despair my only friend.

“You’ll have to calm down enough to read and do some research,” Sammi yelled into my face. “And I don’t think you have it in you!”

I pushed Sammi out of my face with my flaming hands. The leather of Sammi’s jacket smoldered in the shape of my splayed fingers. It would never again look just like her jacket, and I was glad.

“And you’ll need all the mana you can scrounge up!” Sammi continued to yell, taking a step toward me.

Sammi pushed me back. Sammi never got violent, so I was surprised enough to backpedal.

“The genre exists,” Terra prodded me, and I let Sammi push me back again until I felt armchair bump against my backside.

“I don’t have it, so what difference does it make?” I argued weakly, my emotional outburst having drained me of mana and fury.

“I brought you some books,” Sammi offered me a stack.

“Why?” My mind still spun stupidly.

Sammi shoved the stack of books at my chest, and I stumbled back over the arm of the chair. Books tumbled around me like an avalanche.



It doesn’t do much good to continue on a loop that no longer exists. If I went back, I’d never have to write this part of the loop. I shoved the grief back and popped open books with a new desperate thirst. I did love Groundhog Day. I loved how almost every long-running series had their version of it in at least one episode.

            

    
        Ch 24 - A Mouthful of Dirt

    
    
    
    
                It was a trite beginning. Seriously. I didn’t like it any more than you probably do. How many of these stories start with the hero face-down in the dirt or grass or blinking their eyes open in an alley somewhere? Blame it on Fizzbarren. I would have written it differently, but I couldn’t go back further than this. I didn’t have a high enough skill in the time loop genre to control where I came back to.

Cue the pail of water. I couldn’t stop that either. I let the prologue spin out around me, automatically carrying the four buckets of water into the kitchen. I watched the stats ring up and quickly switched the notifications to End of Chapter Summary. My job as the cook had gotten me the edge I’d needed to defeat Beau. I had to get through Beau to save Kat. I didn’t want to change much until then. Or did I?

Sammi hadn’t appeared until nighttime. Hadn’t they said that it was because I hadn’t been alone long enough? I dropped the bucket next to the well and pulled up my character sheet. I cleared my notifications without reading them. I hadn’t known a lot of tricks that I knew now. If I thought about it too long, it made me think that Fizzbarren had set me up. A lot of things didn’t add up.

Name: Undetermined (pick something fun and entertaining that you will then be stuck with for the rest of your life and will then understand how your parents could have picked such a horrible name for you in your old existence)

Class: Undetermined (to say that you have no class at this time is an insult, I’m sure, but please use this horrible experience to develop some determination to become something… anything)

Level: 0 (considering that you haven’t done anything of note, is this really a surprise to you?)

Health: 10/10 (default minimum – if we calculated your actual health points, you might kill yourself on a splinter)

Mana: 10/10 (default minimum – see above)

Brains: 5

Brawn: 6

Beauty: 9

BS: 6

Skills: Do stuff. Get some.

I went to settings and set my character sheet so that it showed all my stats instead of Sammi’s dumbed-down version. My fingers nimbly slid over the words that hovered in the air. I’d lost out on a dozen bumps and skills because I hadn’t known how to use my character sheet like I did this time. I filled in my name, keeping the one I’d chosen the first time. On the line for Class, I tried to enter Author, but it wouldn’t let me, so I pushed my mind back and tried to input Mage-ish. Then I pulled it up again.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 1 (0/300)

Health: 10/10 (default minimum)

Mana: 10/10 (default minimum)

Intelligence: 3

Will: 2

Strength: 4

Constitution: 2

Charm: 0

Beauty: 9

Perception: 4

Dexterity: 2

Luck: 3

Skills: Lugging a bucket is not a skill. Try something else.

I checked my inventory. I had a dagger and nineteen empty slots. The rest must have been given to me by Sammi. I realized that he hadn’t shown up. It was another example of how Fizzbarren had stacked the deck against me. Everyone else had gotten a tutorial and Sammi or another guide within the first hour of stepping foot in this world. Me? I’d gotten lost in the confusion. That’s okay. He’d just made me stronger in the end.

I filled the bucket a last time and lugged it into the kitchen to do the dishes. I was weak as a kitten and younger but not as younger as I’d been the first time. I made myself notice everything. I pushed my arms to lug the full bucket and did a little extra footwork to get my dexterity up. It reminded me of Kat and my eyes misted over, but I sucked it up. In this place, for this moment, Kat wasn’t dead.

I missed my clean spell. I hadn’t had to clean anything for so long it was almost nostalgic to do it by hand. I’d forgotten how run down this kitchen was back… now? I dodged splinters in half a dozen things that shouldn’t have been cleaned with the stupid well water.

“Get yourself a bowl,” Mabel pointed at the pot of porridge. I knew I didn’t want to eat Mabel’s cooking, but I got a bowl and pretended.

I watched Mabel for the moment that had changed my destiny from sleeping in that dingy corner to running the kitchen. I watched her chop the meat that I now knew was the last of their previous chicken-lizards.

“Can I show you something?” I said, impatience making me try to skip ahead.

“What do you think you could show me?” Mabel scorned my interruption of her mutilation of the meat she was letting bleed into wood. It was a good thing I’d get clean and heal soon. This place was rife with enough nasty bacteria that it was a wonder I hadn’t died from that before my constitution got high enough. Then again, maybe that was why my constitution had gone up so much that first day of tasting everything in this kitchen.

“Unless you have some magic to bring a dish back from the brink of disease, I can cook better than you,” I tried to remember just what I’d said before, but I was pretty sure I’d flubbed it.

“Eh,” she shrugged me off and I sighed.

I reached out for the meat, my dexterity higher this time as I probably learned the dodge skill again. The knife she aimed at me wasn’t life-threatening, but it was Mabel and I’d expected it. I took the meat and cooked it up the way I had before. I knew where the spices were this time and while Mabel tried to stop me from pilfering them, I got my dodge up some more.

I shoved the perfect bite into Mabel’s scowling mouth, probably nearly chipping one of her pointed teeth. I let her chew slowly. I knew what she was tasting so I was content to watch her eyes widen and then narrow shrewdly. I ignored the faint scratching of the quill. I could hear it this time. I might have kept a few things from my Author class.

“I’m either your new cook with a room upstairs, two copper and two meals a day, or I’m out that door and your patrons can continue to eat and probably die from your slop,” I crossed my arms over my chest.

I knew Mabel. Half the reason she’d been such a grump was that I’d seemed like a weak little mouse that was out to nibble away her profits. Mabel was also an NPC. She had a role to play, and I was pretty sure I’d hit the right notes to trigger the cook storyline she was programmed to accept. Mabel made me sweat it a bit with a grumble and a backhand that I dodged, but she finally gave me a nod.

“Deal,” she stuck a hand out for me to shake.

“Deal,” I shook her hand.

“Don’t make me regret it, girl,” Mabel warned me. “You don’t want to see me mad.”

I had half a mind to slit her throat. I didn’t like Mabel. She’d nearly cost me my life with Beau and that hadn’t been the only time she’d stepped in to enforce some arbitrary rule that I was sure Fizzbarren was making up in his den. Mabel and all NPCs were Fizzbarren’s puppets and I wouldn’t forget that this time.

“I’ll take my first two coppers up front,” I negotiated as Mabel tried to walk away. I needed the cook profession before I cooked the rest of the food that night. I’d lost a whole day’s worth of experience because I hadn’t been paid for my cooking until the next day. It was a hobby until you got paid and hobbies didn’t get experience.

“One copper now and another at the end of the day’s work,” Mabel snarled at me, flipping a coin my direction. She kept a dozen coppers in her pockets, coins she skimmed off the top of the bar sales.

“Fine,” I fumbled the catch of the coin, but fetched it from under the counter only after she’d left the kitchen. “Stupid Cinderella plotline,” I muttered under my breath. Fizzbarren was a hack, but I shoved that thought deep into my subconscious mind. I didn’t need him to flag something as “interesting” for a while. I didn’t want to be “interesting” yet. As far as I knew, he hadn’t found me interesting until I’d defeated Beau.

I cooked the stew, rejuvenated my sourdough starter, started up some pies, and then scratched my head. My first profession was booming. I wanted the next one. This was going to take some charm, so I checked my character sheet.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 1 (0/300)

Profession: Cook

Level: 1 (50/300)

Health: 32/32 

Mana: 24/24

Intelligence: 7

Will: 5

Strength: 7

Constitution: 9

Charm: 1

Beauty: 8

Perception: 10

Dexterity: 9

Luck: 5

Skills: Cooking (9), Bartering (3), Dodge (2), Intimidation (2), Knife Fighting (2)

Knife Fighting was new. I hadn’t gotten that until later when I’d started actually using knives to fight animals instead of just cutting up vegetables. Maybe my body remembered the movements, or the system recognized my movements as being more aggressive than I was the first time. I might have been a mouse back then, but I wasn’t one this time.

I was going to need more charm to convince Mabel to pay me for fixing up the workbenches in the kitchen. I took up that broken mirror that hung over the rags that Fizzbarren had generously provided for my Cinderella story. I fixed up my hair. It was a longshot, but I knew this time that being able to get your way was a weird combination of charm and beauty. I brushed the flour out of my clothes and washed my face. I checked my stats again and knew it wasn’t going to be enough to charm Mabel out of another of her pilfered stash of coppers.

I hadn’t worn a dress since Kat… It was weird to be brushing it all out now. Brushing out the stupid apron made me remember how naïve I’d been. I’d been scrambling with a bit of hope, a bit of desperation and a lot of fear. This time, I was fuming with a lot of grief-fueled anger, a bucket of determination, and still that bit of desperation. Just because I’d gotten to the time loop last time didn’t mean I could do it again. Whatever I changed could turn on me as easily as clear things up. I’d taken the chance because me being the only family I had alive wasn’t living. In that, Joey had been right.

I ducked out of the kitchen, a plate of quick food and a bucket in my hand. I’d finished my cooking projects much earlier, having no need to explore the kitchen. I knew that kitchen like it was my own. I headed over to Chester’s store. I only had a copper to my name, but I wasn’t going to sit around and wait for Sammi to show up.

If Mabel came to look for me, it would look like I’d just gone for more water to wash dishes. I had no plan to wash dishes. I knew it was Marlo’s job before I came along. She could do it one more night. There were no skill gains in dishes.

Chester was not an NPC. I hadn’t learned this until far after what you might have read. Chester and Lily had been like me, tossed into this world to create stories for a selfish old man. I went through the front door so the bell would go off. That was another thing I learned in later quests. The quest did reset my hometown. Each nemesis I defeated would gain me another perk for the town. My cottage got bigger, and I got servants, not that I’d need the room. Fizzbarren was a sadistic author in that every victory cost the hero something dear. Each time I’d restart in a bed in that cottage with a new set of luxuries I didn’t want. Don’t ask how far I’d gotten. It didn’t matter.

“You must be the new cook,” Chester beamed a smile at me. “I can smell it from here. I can’t wait for dinner.”

“Hey Chester,” I gave him my first real smile of this reset. I was used to having to build new relationships based on some fictitious past that everyone knew but me. I just wasn’t used to resetting this far back.

“Mabel said you had some billows in your forge that might need fixing,” I improvised. This was a storyline I hadn’t found until it was almost useless. It was an alternative to the Cinderella one. Chester and Lily were always friends. I knew things I shouldn’t know, like how Lily was upstairs in a deep state of depression that I couldn’t do anything about until I got spells. If I had spells, I’d be working on them, but I couldn’t do that until after Sammi showed up.

“Sure do,” Chester frowned, not remembering the correct dialogue because it wasn’t in the story I was running with Mabel. Chester, not being a typical NPC, had this little pause while he caught up. I just waited for it to filter into his brain and told myself I’d make it up to him and Lily. “You know how to fix it?”

“Sure do,” I mimicked him, only I smiled. I was happy to use charm instead of intimidation on him. “If you’ll sell me a needle and thread for a copper, I’ll sew it right up for the nice tidy sum of a copper. I’ll even throw in some lunch for you.” I pulled out the simple sandwich I’d made and smiled as I could feel my Cooking skill and Cook profession ticked up with a thimbleful of experience.

“Sounds like too good of a deal for this merchant,” Chester gave me a stern look, his paladin nature not letting him agree to an unfair deal, even when he was the benefactor of such a deal.

“I get to keep the extra thread,” I bantered a bit. “I know you only sell it in the larger spools, so I get a needle and a bunch of thread to start a trade. It’s a good deal, Chester. Take it.”

He didn’t even blink at me using his name. I found that there was something in the non-NPC characters that remembered more, even if it was only in a de ja vu kind of way.

“Okay,” Chester nodded, confused but willing. “I’ve got a sewing kit that I normally sell for three coppers, but I’ll give it to you if you can fix the bellows. It’s got a dozen needles of different sizes, and enough thread to get you started. For now, I’ll let you borrow it to try to fix the bellows.”

I took the kit and gave him a wink. I got the sewing profession, and then I bartered that up to the woodworking profession by fixing a stool in the forge that had seen better days. I got myself some nice stat bumps too. Working will do that. I only had one level in each of the professions, but it was enough for now.

The trick was that each of these professions were at level one. Health and Mana were calculated adding all profession and class levels together and then multiplying them by their matching stats. I took a look at my character sheet one last time, ignoring the End of Chapter Summary.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 1 (0/300)

Profession: Carpenter (Level 1: 20/300), Cook (Level 1: 60/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300)

Health: 80/80

Mana: 100/100

Intelligence: 13

Will: 12

Strength: 11

Constitution: 9

Charm: 9

Beauty: 10

Perception: 14

Dexterity: 14

Luck: 8

Skills: Cooking (10), Bartering (5), Dodge (3), Sewing (3), Woodworking (3), Intimidation (2), Knife Fighting (2)

I had earned a basic sewing kit and woodworking tool kit as well as four coppers for my efforts. I used three coppers for a cheap throwing dagger. I needed stuff more than I needed coins. I was also happy with how I’d gotten my charm up. Chester was easy to talk to and joke with.

            

    
        Ch 25 - Shut Up and Eat

    
    
    
    
                I figured I was off to a good start, but it was no time to sit on my laurels. I waved to Chester and left him out by the well as he went upstairs to see if Lily would come down to dinner in the tavern. I doubted he’d be able to convince her. This world had done a number on her psyche. Until I could get Lift Spirits, Lily was likely going to stay in bed.

I sauntered in the back door of the kitchen to see Mabel scowling at Marlo’s back as she tried to scoop some of my stew out of the cauldron. It hadn’t taken me long to finish the chores for Chester, but it was probably late enough for Beryle to have shown up asking for dinner. I leaned against my counter, trying for yet another skill. Maybe I could get eavesdropping or move silently. As I didn’t have either, I was caught chuckling.

“Where’ve you been?” Mabel barked at me, and I could picture turning her into a dog in my next book. “We’ve got customers waiting. Get some plates served up or you won’t get another copper out of me or a bed upstairs.”

“Cool it.” I gave Mabel a lidded stare, sauntering to my pot and nudging Marlo out of the way. “Anger the cook at your own risk, woman.” There wasn’t much Mabel could do to me with my health up around eighty. I squinted my eyes at her trying to identify her at this level. I scowled at the failure. I didn’t have Identify yet. I’d fix that right quick.

“Watch it, girl,” Mabel snarled back at me. Could I just slit her throat and take over the inn? Probably not, but I’d rather sleep in the stable than kowtow to her bullying manner. I fluttered some final spices at the stew and pulled the pies out of the coals. Marlo’s eyes widened and then drifted shut in a sigh as she smelled my cooking.

“Shut up and eat.” I shoved a bowl of steaming stew under Mabel’s nose and then scooped out another bowl for Marlo. “Both of you, eat. Then if you think you want me to move on, I’ll be glad to go.”

Mabel growled but blew on a spoonful and took a bite as Marlo moved to take her bowl out to the main room of the tavern, probably taking it to Beryle.

“No you don’t,” I called out to stop Marlo, holding up another bowl. “Eat a bit first so you know what you’re serving. Then you can take this bowl to Beryle.”

“Thanks.” Marlo gave me big eyes, but Mabel nodded so Marlo took that first bite. Marlo’s voice could split mirrors, but I ignored it. There would be no singing lessons this time. She wouldn’t remember them, and it was insulting to her to keep trying. Marlo wasn’t a bad person. She was an NPC with the mental capacity of about three hundred lines of coding.

“Is that cherry pie?” Mabel asked, her mouth half-full, another thing I just ignored.

“Yep,” I said, raising my eyebrows at her. “And it’s not included in my salary, so you’ll owe me another copper per pie if you want any to serve out there.”

“You used my ingredients,” Mabel argued, her face darkening with more than just the sun going down behind us. “And you cooked it in my kitchen. I’ll be saying if it’s included.”

“Then I quit,” I shrugged, ruthlessly. I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back against the counter. “And if I leave, I’m taking my pies with me.”

“Oh, are ya?” Mabel gave a spiked-toothed grin.

“Yep.” I pulled my dagger out of my inventory and gave it a spin on the palm of my hand. “You sure you want to try to stop me?”

“Fine,” Mabel spat out and some of my stew came out too. She flicked me another copper, just as she had before, only this time I caught it easily and tossed it back at her. She missed.

“I’d like an ale with dinner,” I told her as she bent to fish her copper out from under the middle counter. “And you owe me two more copper for the other pies.”

“We’ll see if it sells,” Mabel groused, blowing dust off her precious copper. I knew it would sell, so I just let it go.

I got myself a bowl of stew and a piece of pie and headed out to the tavern like I owned the place. I wasn’t going to waste my night cowering in the kitchen this time. I ate in the main room while folks wandered in. I knew now that these were very basic NPCs. It was no use trying to make friends. They’d just reset the moment I defeated Beau.

My stew went down easy, but the pie was divine. Cherry had always been my favorite, even if the cherries looked more like huge peaches. One cherry was big enough to fill a whole pie. A lifetime of these resets ago I’d have lamented the lack of ice cream. This time, I didn’t care. I just wanted my daughter alive.

With new eyes, I studied the “adventurers” that settled in for a semi-rowdy night. If you rolled a dozen NPCs straight out of a DnD manual, you’d get this lot. There were four each of magic-users, damage-per-second classes, fighter-types, and healers. There might be mini-quests in these folks, but I didn’t see the use. Maybe one of the storylines is to hook up with a group and explore a nearby dungeon. I preferred Lily and Chester. These guys just didn’t interest me.

Marlo took away my dishes, and I scrunched up my nerve. I wasn’t sure about this next part, but I felt like I had to try. I scooted over to the place that Beau had sat at the fire. I drank the last of my ale and placed the cup in front of me. No one gave me any mind until I started pounding on the stool in front of me. I had just a few karaoke hits that I had memorized. This one was my favorite. It wasn’t like anyone was going to know if I messed up the words.

Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap.

I let several extra bars of the infectious rhythm settle into the adventurers until they joined in. You couldn’t help it.

Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap.

It was a classic for a reason. I hummed the first verse, running over the words in my head before I let the words echo through the room. I knew acapella and I knew projection.

Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap. Thump-thump clap.

They let me sing it out. They might not have known what rocking someone meant, but they knew mud on the face and big disgrace, and they were singing along with the final chorus. Can anyone really resist Queen at its best?

The song bought me two ales at my elbow and thunderous applause. I was surprised. I hadn’t thought I sang it all that well and I was sure they’d all hear my voice crack in a few places. I give it up for the power of Queen. I couldn’t play most instruments, but I had my voice, and I could stomp-clap myself into their hearts. I gave a big grin as I heard the clink of a copper in the cup.

I took a long sip of my newest ale and waited for the din of the room to die down. Then I launched into a story. This was more my forte. If I was ever going to be a bard, which I was NOT, it would have been a storytelling one. I told the shaggy dog story with every ounce of charisma I had in me. I wanted those charm stats. The key to a shaggy dog story is a really long setup for a really bad moral pun at the end.

It started with, “Now you’ve all heard the caution that if you live in a glass house, don’t throw stones, right?” They hadn’t so I explained it and then went into my story.

“The moral of the story is,” I drew out the ending with a deadpan face. “If you live in grass shacks, don’t stow thrones.” If you didn’t get it, say it out loud a few times. There were some groans and someone even threw a crust of the flatbread, but it was good-natured ribbing instead of the nastiness that Beau had gotten during our duel.

There was a lot of table pounding, more coppers in my mug, and I launched into another song. I didn’t sing anything that Beau had sung during our duel. I knew better than to think I could sing any of it better than he had. Instead, I stuck with Queen. A few ales and I didn’t care if I got the words right. None of them knew any better. Arrows flew and another monster bit the dust.

I gave them an hour of stories and songs. I emptied my cup into my inventory and gave a jaunty bow as they begged me to tell them one more tale. I promised to return the next night. By the time Beau came, they’d be mine, but I didn’t care if I was wrong about that. What I’d gotten was another two professions, bringing my health and mana up over a hundred each and that was before I even got a spell.

“See you in the morning,” I told Mabel, more interested in the character sheet I was pulling up than the look of reluctant admiration on Mabel’s face. She handed me the key to my room, and I waltzed out as arrogantly as I’d walked in. That was the key to being a bard… and an ass. The only difference was that one of them had a talent for singing. I’m not sure it’s the bard.

This story was so much easier now that I didn’t care about anybody here. I knew what to expect from these “people,” and I knew that only Chester and Lily were real enough to bother with. I’d found their book in Fizzbarren’s den. It was short. They’d been engaged and had pre-wedding jitters. Fizzbarren’s Nemesis Engine had plucked them out of the world and pitted them against each other as foes. They’d gotten the warning and the tutorial, but the shock of being without each other had made each of them determined to defeat their nemesis to get the other one back.

I got mad all over again. They’d had a life planned out together. Lily had a good reason for her depression. I didn’t blame her. I’d gone through a bit of depression myself. They weren’t toys to be used. They were people with lives.

I pushed down my hatred, and concentrated on my character sheet as I headed up the stairs to my room. I couldn’t afford the Nemesis Engine locking onto my hatred of Fizzbarren yet. I wasn’t ready to fight him. I needed more levels, more professions, and spells. I needed Beau to walk through that door in three days. I knew how to defeat him.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 1 (0/300)

Profession: Cook (Level 2: 260/500), Carpenter (Level 1: 20/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300), Singer (Level 1: 50/300), Storyteller (Level 1: 75/300)

Health: 182/182

Mana: 231/231

Intelligence: 18

Will: 15

Strength: 14

Constitution: 12

Charm: 16

Beauty: 10

Perception: 16

Dexterity: 17

Luck: 13

Skills: Cooking (10), Bartering (5), Dodge (5), Singing (5), Intimidation (4), Storytelling (4), Alcohol Tolerance (3), Sewing (3), Woodworking (3), Comedy (2), Knife Fighting (2)

Recipes: Pie (2), Stew (2) 

That was more like it. My class experience was still at zero, but my health and mana were the equivalent of a level seven. I no longer felt weak, except in magic. The lack of spells on my character sheet made me nervous. This time, I knew I didn’t need spells, but they’d make things easier. I snapped my fingers, willing my mana to manifest, but it felt like I was slogging through glue.

I paused halfway up the stairs, rethinking. I couldn’t go up there mad. I knew that Fizzbarren watched Sammi’s encounters. I put my back against the wall and took some careful breaths, trying to remember how that first encounter had gone. I’d been crying that first night. I’d been so lost and afraid. I imagined that almost anyone who was sucked up by the Nemesis Engine felt some form of those things. Sammi had tried to be stoic about it, but I knew they felt bad about how people got sucked away from their lives and plopped into this world without a choice or even a warning. The fairy outfit hadn’t just been a protest over a name.

Again, I shoved memories that I wasn’t supposed to have back to the darkest corner of my mind. I had to pull myself together. How was I going to cry when what I really wanted to do was rage? Still, it wasn’t Sammi’s fault. I’d done enough raging at Sammi. I just didn’t know if I could back my temper up enough to be that pathetic version of myself. I’d gone from being a person with too much to lose to a person with almost nothing left to lose.

I had to stop thinking, I banged my head against the wall. Yeah, like that was going to happen. I thought of the fact that Kat was still alive, and my eyes misted over. That might do it. It would have to be good enough. Just the wisp of hope I had that Kat was alive was enough to shake me up. I just had to let myself stay shook up enough to get spells. It was hard to not let that anger surge back up over my grief. It was even harder to let hope in.

            

    
        Ch 26 - Garbage In, Garbage Out

    
    
    
    
                The Nemesis Engine could sense a lot of individual emotions, but it wasn’t good at a mix of emotions. It was just a machine with a coded language. Programmers have a saying, “Garbage in, garbage out.” If the inputs were garbled, then the outputs of programming were going to be a mess too. Those are also the times that they say that the errors are between the keyboard and the chair. Even the greatest programmers in the world couldn’t compensate for the User/ID-10-T errors.

The good news is that Sammi found me crying on my bed again. The bad news was that I couldn’t hide the edge of my emotions. Sammi had been such a good friend to me. I was terrified that I’d do something so foolish in this first encounter that Sammi wouldn’t be that friend in later chapters of my story.

“Yeah, and a pony an the latest doll,” Sammi rolled their eyes, while the quill quivered with mirth. “What do I look like? Santa Claus?”

“Just tell me if my family is alive,” I begged Sammi.

“I’m noting a Kat, Cliff, and…” their brows creased as Sammi read off the clipboard.

“Good enough,” I cut Sammi off. “I want them. How do I get them? My family?”

“You have to defeat your Nemesis,” Sammi explained, “and lookie here! You’ve already got some nice stats and skills. You’ve even got a class already.” Sammi frowned again. “Looks like you got into your character sheet and expanded your stat types.”

“I need spells, Sammi,” I jumped to what was most important.

“Mage-ish,” Sammi’s brows were so furrowed that they were knitting something in the middle of Sammi’s forehead. “That leaves a lot of room for customization. I’m not sure I’ve seen that before. What is it you had in mind?”

“I want fireball, my cat Terra as a familiar, a heal, and a buff please,” I stated firmly, adding in a sniffle and Terra-worthy pleading eyes. And the Oscar goes to… not me.

“That’s oddly specific,” Sammi’s eyebrow sweater was growing suspicious.

“I… I just need a piece of home... just my cat, that’s all,” I stammered, grasping for how I’d gotten what I wanted last time. “Something that I can level up into fireball someday and a heal so I don’t die tomorrow on a splinter.”

“With health that high, I doubt you’ll die from a splinter… woodworking?” Sammi ran a finger down the page. Had I screwed it up by getting too much too fast. Would they nerf me somehow instead of helping me? “This almost looks like a Jack of all Trades build. Are you sure you wouldn’t like that better?”

“Is it a bard thing?” I asked, knowing the answer but needing to pretend I didn’t. “I don’t want to be a bard. Anything but a bard.” It sounded flat to me, so I rushed on. “Please, just a few little basic spells and I’ll be a good little nemesis killing machine for you. Please, Sammi?”

Sammi tapped the clipboard and I noticed that it operated more as a PADD from Star Trek or something. Sammi dragged a few boxes around the paper. “Pet, fire, heal, and buff,” Sammi muttered as if to themself. “Basics only. Yeah, we can do almost that.”

I batted my eyes at Sammi, watching the quill out of the corner of my eye. Was he watching through the quill right now? I knew that Fizzbarren used the quill to watch sometimes, the voyeuristic sadist. I shoved the thought away and counted on that charm I’d been building up.

“Take a look,” Sammi handed me a spell book and I almost felt complete as I took it in my trembling hands.

“Thank you,” I skimmed the pages carefully. Flare, Basic Heal, Basic Buff… where was Terra? A panic grasped me by the throat. “Familiar,” I choked out. “there’s no familiar.”

“Mages don’t really get familiars,” Sammi protested with a stern look.

I’d talked Sammi into Terra by refusing to pick a class until they did. I scrambled, grabbing Sammi’s coat jacket, the memory of burning handprints flashing across my mind.

“I’m not a mage,” I reasoned desperately. I couldn’t do this without Terra. I just couldn’t. I checked my character sheet and the class had been changed from Mage-ish to Mage. “You can’t do that. I’m not a mage. Sammi, I’m not a mage. Mage-ish. I chose Mage-ish. You can’t change it.”

“I just figured you didn’t understand,” Sammi patted my hand, but I felt like I was losing my balance. The depth of how I might have changed everything shook that foundation of rage from me like the stuffing out of a ragdoll.

“I don’t want to be a Mage!!!” I shouted, shoving my spell book back at them. “You changed my sheet without my permission. You can’t do that.”

“Alright,” Sammi held up their hands and took the spell book reluctantly. “But Mage-ish isn’t a class.”

“Then make it a class,” I demanded, knowing that my eyes looked like something out of Orange is the New Black. “Because I’m not accepting any class unless I can have my cat.”

“Cat?” Sammi flipped pages on a clipboard that looked more like the clipboard instead of an electronic device. “Terra or Damon?”

“Terra,” I pounced, babbling like an idiot. “Mage-ish. A little witch, a little mage, and a lot of one little cat from home.”

“Whatever,” Sammi grunted, shrugged off my grasping hands.

You have chosen the class Mage-ish.

You have gained a Familiar. Please choose the Familiar tab in your character sheet to access stats and progression.

“Thank you,” I slumped back, taking the spell book he shoved at me. I flipped the pages. Spark, Basic Heal, and Summon Witch’s Familiar. I was missing the buff, but I didn’t care to fight anymore. I’d pushed Sammi enough. I clutched the book to my chest. Sammi was gone.

I had plenty of mana to cast the spell, so I cast it immediately. I expected the delay I’d felt the first time I’d summoned Terra, but it wasn’t there.

“Terra, the totally awesome,” I cooed at her idiotically.

“There you are,” she said to me. “For a while there I wasn’t sure any of it had worked.”

“You remember?” I gasped out loud but kept the words of the discussion in my head as we’d learned to do. From the outside, it probably just looked like I was crying over her.

“Not only that,” Terra professed, her whiskers twitching with cat ego. “I still have a lot of my old stats.”

“Better than me,” I pet Terra and began to cast heal around the room. “I’m having to rework everything back up.”

“I see that,” Terra purred and pushed against my hand. There was Meditation. Two more heals around the room and I got my Mend spell too. Terra had been able to read my character sheet from level ten on. “No cat box?”

“I forgot,” I laughed out, just glad to have her back. She hadn’t needed a cat box since we’d moved to the cottage, but I could see that we might need it for the night here.

We tripped down the stairs, almost literally, as Terra wound between my ankles the way we’d started doing to get my dexterity up. With Mend, I managed to back-engineer it into my Basic Buff spell. I’d needed Heal and Buff to get Mend. I was casting constantly. I cast clean until it finally clicked into place. I had enough mana to choke a not-horse.

I’d gotten this far on fury and grit. I realized I’d been waiting for Terra to be myself again. Part of me hadn’t believed we could pull any of this off until she showed up with her memory intact. We grabbed the box and some broth.

As I was banking the coals for the night, I cast Freshen automatically on what was left of the pot of stew. Once I’d learned Freshen as a potion, it was easy enough to finagle my mana into the spell, but I hadn’t done that the first time until much later. My spell book didn’t know the spells, but my body and mind remembered. Once I knew that, my spells skyrocketed and so did my level. I repaired the kitchen counters, not caring if Mabel ever paid me for them. With the silver and change I’d earned from the entertainment, I had more coinage than I’d had most of the first week.

“Did you see Kat?” I asked Terra, keeping our conversation tightly mental by focusing on the joy of casting my spells again. My flinging spells turned Mabel’s kitchen into Flora, Fauna, and Merryweather’s house when they were preparing the princess to go home.

“She’s fine,” Terra told me, ducking another Spark. “And beautiful, if sad and confused.”

“But alive,” I marveled, my heart not daring to believe even as my mind grasped at it, or was it the other way around?

“Time was acting different, though,” Terra admitted. “It seemed to take more time to get here. Or a little less?”

“The only thing I want to turn out differently is that she stays alive,” I pulsed the clean spell at the dishes. “I need three people to stay alive this time.”

“She doesn’t know about the time loop,” Terra’s tail fluffed as she darted through a clean spell I was casting on the counters. I needed my constitution up, but there had to be a better way.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Terra affirmed with a nod, or was she chasing something? “She’s still talking to Joey on her phone all the time. She can’t know he killed her.”

My heart gasped.

“Sorry,” Terra leapt from the floor and into my arms. I caught her automatically. Terra didn’t mind me wiping my tears in her fur because she knew another clean was right behind it.

“Just,” I took a few calming breaths, my hand over the ache in my chest. “How does it still hurt so badly?”

Terra treated it like the rhetorical question it was. I stayed long enough to stir up some overnight oats for morning and we headed back upstairs. I pulled up the character sheet, happy with the progress. It was definitely more robust than I’d done before. I hadn’t had stats this high until after hunting with Chester and Lily, if then. I didn’t remember.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 3 (420/800)

Profession: Cook (Level 2: 310/500), Carpenter (Level 1: 20/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300), Singer (Level 1: 50/300), Storyteller (Level 1: 75/300)

Health: 182/182

Mana: 231/231

Intelligence: 20

Will: 18

Strength: 15

Constitution: 15

Charm: 17

Beauty: 10

Perception: 17

Dexterity: 20

Luck: 15

Skills: Cooking (10), Bartering (5), Dodge (5), Singing (5), Intimidation (4), Storytelling (4), Alcohol Tolerance (3), Sewing (3), Woodworking (3), Comedy (2), Knife Fighting (2), Meditation (1)

Spells: Basic Heal (7), Basic Buff (6), Spark (5), Mend (4), Basic Clean (3), Freshen (1), Summon Witch’s Familiar (1)

Recipes: Pie (2), Stew (2), Porridge (1)

With my new constitution, I wasn’t physically tired, but I was emotionally drained. My body had been processing some serious hormonal changes as well. I felt a headache that I couldn’t heal budding up behind my eyes. I let myself fall asleep with the image of Kat smiling at me instead of her eyes glossing over in death.



Hey, I know this is against the rules or something but… Hey! You. Yes, I’m talking to you. I just wanted to take a minute to thank you for sticking around. Yeah, I whitewashed some of what happened with my daughter, but you get it, right? She’s a teenager, right? I mean, you knew she wasn’t as perfect as I see her, but I do see her that way. And so what if Terra is scared of her shadow? I don’t see her that way either.

I’ll try to be more transparent this time. I’m just saying. Did you see that guy? The one that just hit the unfollow button? Can you believe the nerve? I wouldn’t care but… Mana for the Nemesis Engine is calculated using followers. The more followers we have, the more mana I have to make things different this time.

This is your first time through this story, so you have every right to ignore that next chapter, but you didn’t last time. I don’t want to know what’ll happen at the first bad review. Comments help, but… yeah, I know you commented. Thanks.

It’s stupid, but I feel like we have some connection here. You and me? Silly, right? Do I really have to write in all the times Terra ran away or can you read between the lines? Just a little.

This time will be different. I promise. I’ll tell you everything, just… don’t go. Alright?

            

    
        Ch 27 - It Wasn't What I Wanted to Be

    
    
    
    
                Beau was going to walk through the tavern’s front door the night before he wanted to fight. He was going to sing and charm my people here so that they were more his than mine. You have to understand. I wasn’t the type of person who liked watching reruns or rereading books. I found myself totally out of patience for redoing these first days. I knew when he was coming and that I could defeat him.

I went through the conversations almost woodenly. These people weren’t even going to remember most of this part anyway. The moment I accepted another Nemesis Quest, they were all going to believe that I’d always been the witch in the back cottage. I ate breakfast, cooked dinner, got all my favorite old recipes, cast my mana’s worth of spells over and over again, and I thought a LOT. Half of me wanted to make sure I relearned all the things I’d learned before, but another part of me just wanted to cut to the chase.

When you think back on your life to what you’d do differently, you don’t think about all the little things that might change if you don’t do everything the same. I’d lost my buff because I hadn’t been a wreck with Sammi that first night. I figured out how to get it back, but what had I done to the relationship by trying to take short cuts? And while Mabel, Marlo, Lily, Chester, and even Beryle wouldn’t remember most of the next few days, there were enough things that carried over for my mind to be nagging at me.

I knew I needed eggs and milk, so I healed Lily and learned Lift Spirits. I got Chester’s promise to order the lizard-chickens and the dachshund-goats, but I’d had to barter with most of the coins I’d made from singing to get it. It was like people didn’t want to help me like they had the first time. I had this chip on my shoulder, an edge to my personality that I hadn’t had the first time, and it was destroying the history of who I’d been and the connections I’d made. I was starting to think I’d made a big mistake.

This time, when I went into the forest to fight that stupid bunny, it was with a full understanding of the map in my tabs, and a bitterness that vented out. I didn’t kill a bunny and return for friends. I took the dagger out of my inventory and killed a dozen bunnies.

I hadn’t ordered the book of herbs. Chester wasn’t interested in funding a potion-making enterprise with a bitter adventuring type. Maybe he felt I was more likely to die in a nearby dungeon before fulfilling my promises. It wasn’t like I didn’t know the herbs by heart at this point, but I was starting to get worried at how many changes I was creating just with the attitude change. The more confident I was, the more it felt like people were more likely to try to knock me down than they were to try to help me. Even when I entertained the tavern at night, it was like a pall had settled on the place.

It was an insidious circle of how my attitude soured the world around me and the frustration I felt at the worsening situation created more bitterness. My grief turned the world against me. Didn’t they know that I was trying to get my daughter back? Why couldn’t I get them to understand? Were they heartless? And was I stupid to be attributing any emotions to what I knew to be constructs of an engine that I despised?

“This isn’t working,” I told Terra on the third morning as we were puttering around in the kitchen. I had no doubt that I would beat Beau tonight. I’d decided to confront him on the first night instead of waiting for him to be ready for me. My character sheet was full of stats and spell levels I hadn’t been able to achieve until after I’d destroyed the Assassin’s Guild in Siff.

“It does feel different,” Terra admitted, sniffing at a pan of two-headed deer meat that I’d left sizzling with onions and celery.

“Most people hate me,” I pounded the pie dough like it was a poisonous bunny.

“Hate’s a strong word,” Terra used her paw to pick up a small piece of hot meat.

“How can I be so much stronger and still feel like I’m losing somehow?” I was careful not to mention the time loop directly. I knew that Fizzbarren sometimes watched the dialogue. I didn’t know what he could do to stop me, but he had so much power at this point that I didn’t want to take any chances.

“How does something smell so good and take so much to eat?” She held the chunk on one claw and daintily gave it a sniff.

“It’s just a really tough cut of meat until it stews all day,” I answered her, letting the information stew in my own head. Grief was a tough thing to swallow. It had to simmer for a while to be something that could be chewed. Some meat took longer to get tender enough. Two-headed deer meat was some of the toughest meat I’d ever experienced, but even it got tender over a low heat for a long time or a pressure cooker.

If your mind was open to answers, the world had a way of giving them to you. The problem now was what to do about it. I began to think I’d gone into this time loop with too little information. I didn’t know the rules. Or did I?

Terra flicked the piece of meat off her claw and back into the bubbling concoction. No one cared about the sanitation of cat claws in this place. It didn’t matter anyway considering how many times I’d cast clean on Terra and the kitchen as a whole. Clean would end up turning into a dozen different spells for me, including one that had given me the Author class change as an option.

An Author class has the ability to digest books. Once books are digested, the Author can use that genre. It was like hitting tags. You could only choose to label your story with that tag if you’d learned it. I’m getting a little ahead of the story here, but now that you knew about… oh, that’s a wibbly wobbly bit of logic loop, isn’t it? The point was, I did know about the time loop. I’d read many books of the genre to get the ability to cast the spell at all. All I had to do was wrack my brain for the common denominators.

I rolled out the pie dough and laid it in the bottom of one of my four pie tins. I filled the pastry with a load of grape-sized apples. I laid the second crust on top and crimped the edges before settling the top onto the pie pan. With that iron top, the pan was more like a Dutch oven in that it allowed me to place coals on top and turn it into a mini oven.

Again, my mind spun with answers. As long as I kept my thoughts like the filling of my pie, with both crusts and the Dutch oven around them, Fizzbarren’s engine wouldn’t lift them out and place them on a page. The other advantage of having a cooking profession was that the engine would likely consider this cooking time as too boring to be written. The engine would skip over the domestic stuff unless I did something stupid to gain its attention.

So, I baked and thought about time loops. I didn’t dare get more powerful yet. It might make Fizzbarren suspicious. As much as I wanted my Fireball spell or my Author class, I needed to take things slowly. It might help win little battles, but it would lose me the war with Fizzbarren. I knew I could win most of these little battles without my old stats and spells. I just had to figure out how to win the few battles I’d lost.

Terra gave me a supportive head bump, and I took a moment to pet her and surge my mana up. It was just that I didn’t want to continue on this time loop. I felt like I’d screwed it up already. Sammi wasn’t on my side the way they’d been last time, and that was a big factor in the final days. I might have gotten my eggs and milk, but I’d lost the goodwill of Chester and Lily, and it felt… bad. This wasn’t the person I wanted to be. It wasn’t a question of whether they were NPCs or how many lines of coding they had. It wasn’t about them at all. It was about me and who I was.

Could I be my old optimistic lunatic and still save Kat? I dumped a cup of ale over the simmering meat and vegetables and let it bloom in a cloud of steam. The smell of ale and meat filled the room. The deer meat had a flavor between beef and lamb. I’d found some mint in the forest. Now that I knew what I was looking for, flora was easy to gather around letting my temper out on the fauna. I put a pot on the stove and let some mint leaves and sugar bubble up. It was the base of a mint and mushroom sauce. Don’t get all squicked out on me. It’s delicious and this particular orange-ish mushroom was more of a thickener than for flavor. Think of it as a gelatin substitute.

Time loops had general rules. Most of them weren’t limited to one loop. Starting over was either controlled by a time when the loop would repeat, an event that spurred the loop, or death. If you died, you’d go back to the last save. The death theory was a rather drastic one. I wanted to start over, but did I want to risk that death wouldn’t be final? I wasn’t that desperate yet. If Kat died again, I would probably try that one, but it couldn’t be worth that risk now.

I tasted the stew and realized I’d added too much of the salt. I reached for the potato-like tubers and chopped another couple handfuls of them to soak up the extra salty taste. If there was a way to fix this restart, I’d need to add something. There was no good reason to throw out a whole stew when all you had to do was add a bit of something to fix the mistake.

What could I add to this incarnation of myself to regain my footing? I’d been angry and arrogant from it. I needed to be seen as pathetic and… I stopped myself. That was the bitterness talking. You didn’t add more salty stuff. You added the foil. What was the foil to arrogance?

I threw the rolling pin across the room and watched it splinter against the pantry door with a satisfying thunder of splinters. My strength had increased enough that I was barely able to repair the stupid thing.

“What’s going on in here?” Mabel poked her head into the kitchen. She had taken to only grunting through for breakfast and leaving me alone for the rest of the time.

“Just pounding some meat,” I answered her, the repaired rolling pin still rocking back and forth on the floor near the pantry.

“I thought someone had come in and attacked you,” Mabel put her meaty hands on her hips. “I don’t tolerate any brawling in my tavern, even if it is in the kitchen.”

I gave her a skeptical frown and a huff. I picked up the rolling pin to hide the fury of her betrayal that shone in my eyes.

“And no one messes with my people,” Mabel continued, pointing a porky finger at me before turning to leave.

I had half a mind to throw the rolling pin at her big smug face. I happened to know that she was going to not only let Beau defeat me, but she was going to help! Wait, I told myself sternly, making myself put the rolling pin down on the counter. I took a dozen deep breaths and used meditation to shove my anger into a huge trash can in my mind. I was like Daffy Duck trying to shove the genie back in the bottle. If I wasn’t careful, it was going to come spewing out at me in ruinous retaliation.

I checked my kitchen to make sure I had tonight covered. The meat pie filling was simmering. I’d put a crust over it when I transferred it into the pie pans. The deer stew would need a full night to become tender, but it was set for the next day’s meal. The fruit pies would come out and the meat pies with their crusts would replace them. I had the bunny poison in my inventory with the rest of the results of my hunting expeditions. The spell for Mild Poison was something that I had tested on some wildlife, so it was ready early too.

I made myself think about the fight with Beau. Now that my mind was calmer from taking care of the kitchen, I could think more clearly. If I was honest, I could admit that Mabel had only turned on me that night because I’d started the brawl. I’d been the one to start flinging spells at what she’d probably seen as a bard who was under her protection. To her, Beau had probably been staff and qualified as one of her people. In a dispute between two of her own people, she’d sided with the one who’d been attacked out of the blue by her idiot cook.

Well, dang it, I thought to myself as I headed out the back door. If I’d been the bad guy in Beau’s story before, I was even more of an evil ex-girlfriend this time around. I brought up my map and headed to Chester’s shop. I needed to fix some things.

“Hey Chester,” I called out from the back door.

“Karma?” Lily’s voice met me instead.

“Lily,” I said, poking my head around the doorway of the back room. “I’m sorry to bug you, but I was hoping to maybe get some supplies?”

“That’s what we’re here for,” Lily answered with a tight smile. Guilt met me and shook my hand. Lily was a friend and I loved her in my own way. She was real and she was stuck in a story in Fizzbarren’s selfish machine.

“How are you feeling?” I tried to ask in a kind tone. I’d cast Lift Spirits on her, but I’d brushed off their thanks. It had to have left some resentment in there.

“Fine, thank you,” Lily remained professional. It wasn’t working. “What can I help you with?”

I was tempted to try casting Lift Spirits again, but it didn’t seem like it would help an attitude that I’d fully earned with my disregard of her feelings before. Lily had been on the verge of hope and I’d kicked her like a dog crawling out from under the porch and hoping that its master was in a good enough mood not to kick it today. My shoulders slumped.

“I could use a backpack,” I told her, bringing a few silvers out of my inventory. Being a stand-in for a bard paid well.

“There are six on the wall back there,” Lily pointed, her chin stubborn, but her eyes softening at my gentle tone. That was the Lily I loved. She was stubborn and loyal.

“Thank you,” I said, stalling until she looked me in the eyes. “I’m grateful for all the help you and Chester have given me. I don’t deserve it.”

Was it manipulative? Yes. But I meant it. I regretted my shortness with her and Chester.

“The backpacks are four silver each,” Lily blinked her eyes too fast.

“Would you be interested in buying a few rabbit pelts?” I asked, only having three and a half silver to spare. “I’m a little short.”

“I can buy pelts,” she bristled again like I was trying to barter her down. I wasn’t. I was ready to pay full price and then some. Chester had offered Kat and I the packs at cost before, but if it cost me two silver to earn a bit of forgiveness, I was in the market and ready to pay.

“How are these?” I pulled out a stack of five medium quality pelts. I knew their worth. “I can give you all these and two silver for a backpack.”

“Well.” Lily ran her hands over the pelts. I knew she should accept. The pelts were worth more than the backpacks all by themselves.

“I’ll even throw in another Lift Spirits,” I tried to joke only to see her stiffen. I had a lot of salt to counter. I’d need more sugar than that. “Not that I’d ever charge you or Chester for that. Bad joke. Sorry.”

“I can give you a backpack in return for two pelts,” Lily told me, separating them into stacks on the counter.

“Thank you, Lily.” I laid my hand over hers on the pelts and was rewarded with a smile when she didn’t jerk it away from me. “I’m sorry I was so short with you and Chester when I cast Lift Spirits the other day. I wasn’t myself.”

“I can understand that.” Lily gave a self-depreciative smile. “Happens often enough to me. I’m sorry I’ve snapped at you. You did do Chester and I a favor.”

My heart swelled a bit as I cast Lift Spirits on Lily and then on myself. I figured I could use it too. It didn’t take away grief, but it made my shoulders feel less heavy.

“Keep the extra pelts,” I told Lily, taking a single backpack from the shelf. “Friend to friend. They’ll make a nice blanket for your bed.”

“They would,” Lily admitted.

“When you stroke the fur, maybe it’ll make you remember me more fondly,” I paused at the door to say before leaving her with the thought.

            

    
        Ch 28 - Mending Fences/The Chicken Coop

    
    
    
    
                Sugar wasn’t enough to counter too much salt. You also needed starch. I sought out Chester. I didn’t need stats or skill ups half as much as I needed friends. I found him fixing the chicken coop, a job I’d refused the previous day because I’d wanted the time to hunt. I’d given him silver instead. Money didn’t make friends and the extra bartering point hadn’t been worth Chester’s gruff attitude since.

Chester had not wanted to fix the chicken coop himself. I could hear him swearing halfway down the path. I berated myself and my hard heart. Before I walked around the last bend, I took a deep breath of humility.

Chester stood with half the chicken wire wrapped around his feet, one finger stuck in his mouth and the other dropping a hammer that belonged in the forge. I ruthlessly bit back my chuckle, smothering my smile with thoughts of remorse. It almost worked until Chester noticed me and swore even more. I’d never heard him get that graphic before.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.

“I’m sorry,” I tried, casting heal on his hand.

“Go away,” Chester growled, and I’d never seen him so gruff. The Chester I’d known had a sense of humor that had often brought me out of the dark when Lift Spirits was just a useless tingle of nothing.

“Really, I’m sorry,” my smile died. I cast a buff and Lift Spirits at him, but I could tell that it wasn’t working for him any more than it worked for me. An antidepressant could only battle errant hormonal imbalances. It couldn’t tame feelings of betrayal or of grief. Feelings were natural things that had to be worked through, not just chemicals the body produced.

“I don’t need your spells,” Chester grunted, but at least he wasn’t swearing at me anymore.

“I think you do,” I tried to tease him a little, but it fell flat. I hadn’t earned his humor.

“Just leave me alone,” Chester groaned out. “Your chickens are coming. It’ll be done by then.”

“At least let me try,” I told him. I chewed on my lip, looking around for inspiration. He was well and truly tangled in the wire mesh in a way I wasn’t sure my spells could repair but I was willing to try.

“What’s it going to cost me?” he pursed his lips at me. I cast a repair spell at some of the wire, but it only caused it to more robustly confine his legs. “Hey!”

“Sorry! Sorry!” I called out, pulling on the mesh to unwind it and only getting it tighter.

“That’s not helping,” and he was right. I wasn’t helping.

“Pull it this way,” Terra flicked her tail. I followed her directions. It turned out we were both too close to the problem when I was pulling. The wire mesh pulled away from his legs.

“I can help,” I told Chester. “And it won’t cost you a thing.”

“You were too busy to help before,” Chester unwound a piece of wood from the wire, his tone bitter. “What changed?”

“I’m sorry,” I sighed out, casting repair on the singed door and then on what was left of the frame Chester had been trying to disassemble so he could rebuild it. It was actually worse than if I’d done it from the beginning. “I just got through apologizing to Lily, and I came to talk to you too.”

Chester just gave a grunt as I pulled out my woodworking tools. He had given me all the tools I’d asked for and then when he’d asked for help, I’d gruffly told him I was going to be too busy.

“I shouldn’t have asked you to fix this alone,” I admitted, picking up a few nails that had scattered on the ground, probably having fallen out of Chester’s pockets. “You’d already helped me out so much, and you were doing me another favor by getting the livestock for us. The least I could do was help you make room for them.”

“I hate woodworking,” Chester kicked at a rock to get it back to where it probably should have been. “And this wire is just not metal to me. It’s too flimsy. Give me a solid metal frame any day and I’d be fine, but this stuff is wood.”

“Why is it wood anyway, if the chickens spit fire?” I asked, nailing two pieces of the frame together. It wasn’t pretty but I could repair it into better once I had a basic frame up.

“The wood is specially enchanted for the stupid chickens,” Chester told me, moving to hold a piece of wood I was having trouble with. “They like to rub against real wood. They won’t produce eggs without it. The wood is mostly fire-resistant, but it isn’t weather resistant and runs down easily in the rain.”

“Ah,” I hammered and cast. Chester and I fell into a rhythm. It took some talking and most of my eighteen charm, but he warmed up to me as we worked together. By the time the chicken coop was ready for chickens, the sun was nearing the mountain.

“Thanks bud,” Chester swung an arm over my shoulder, and I struggled to smile at him. “Let’s go grab a drink at the tavern to celebrate! I thought I’d be working on that for two whole days.”

I didn’t answer, but I let him steer me toward the inn. It was early enough that the coach wouldn’t be in yet, but in less than an hour, Beau would be here. I didn’t have time for a drink.

“If the grub is as good as yesterday, we could celebrate over that too,” Chester gave me a cheerful nudge.

“Maybe we should get cleaned up first,” I suggested, knowing I had a little work to do in the kitchen before the coach arrived. I could have cast a clean spell on the both of us, but I needed a little time.

“Okay,” Chester frowned a little and I tried to smile to keep our camaraderie going.

“I feel gritty, and a little bit sick,” I admitted. “Can we catch dinner tomorrow night, maybe?”

“Sure,” Chester agreed but I could see that I’d damaged our budding bromance.

“I heard there will be a bard in town tonight,” I tried to ease the tension.

“Really?”

“I don’t want to cause a scene,” I said. Now that the moment was upon me, it felt wrong somehow. I’d planned to face off with Beau tonight instead of letting him get the tavern warmed up to him. I’d wanted to change things up and even knowing I was stronger than ever, I felt the need to run instead of fight. Was it instinct? Was it wibbly wobbly time travel stuff? Was it just fear of confrontation and of somehow screwing it up this time? Whatever it was, I was listening. Something in my gut said not to face Beau tonight and it was strong enough for me to run for the hills until it let up.

“We don’t get dueling bards often,” Chester looked to his shuffling feet, and I wondered at his phrasing. It resonated with my run-for-the-hills gut feelings.

“I don’t want to…” I couldn’t finish it without saying too much or lying. I wasn’t willing to do either, so I let the phrase hang in the silence.

“I’ll go check in with Lily,” Chester said at the well and we parted.

Even if Chester and Lily forgot me tomorrow, I knew I was the person I wanted to be. I might have been a neurotic mess, but I was kind at heart and I tried very hard to do the right thing. I wondered if I was a paladin and shook off the abhorrent thought with a kicked pebble. I shuddered at the thought of having to choose which was worse, paladin or bard.

I ducked into my kitchen but kept a sharp ear out for the coach. I replaced the fruit pies with the meat pies and let them crisp up. I cast my Freshen spell on everything, including all the stuff I’d make up for the next day. I hurried through the tasks of overnight oats and cleaning everything.

“Mabel,” I called into the tavern while I cast yet another clean spell at myself.

“What?” Mabel stuck her head in with a huff.

“I have to go out tonight,” I stated firmly, knowing she’d be a grump about it. What wasn’t she a grump about?

“Huh?” Mabel huffed herself through the doorway to scowl at me.

“I’ve fixed it all up so that if I’m not back, you can serve the second pot of stew tomorrow night,” I rattled off the instructions without giving her a chance to protest. I almost had it figured out. The engine didn’t like cheaters. Beau was here early so I was being given the chance to make more space.

“Where are you going?” Mabel accused me as if she’d asked if I was quitting or if I’d ever be back. I ducked into the pantry and emptied my inventory of forest loot, tucking it behind things in case Mabel decided to poke around for a snack or two while I was gone.

“I’ll be back,” I promised, scooting across the kitchen to take Mabel’s hand and look her firmly in the eyes. “I’ll be back, but in case it takes longer than I thought, I left you plenty to serve so you don’t have to cook.”

With that, I left Mabel sputtering protests that didn’t form into words. I didn’t think anything I did would help Mabel love me, but I didn’t have to make it worse. I skirted the well and ducked into the darkening forest. I thought I heard the jangle of coach livery, but it was probably my imagination.

“Where are we going?” Terra asked in my mind. She’d been so good about going with the flow of everything so far, but I could tell that the darkening forest worried her.

“There are dungeons in those hills,” I replied, screwing up my courage. I had the stats and skills, but it was new.

“Dungeons?” Terra leapt into the branches and practiced her agility jumping from one tree to another. “Beau will grow in skills and levels if we go too long.”

“I’m not looking to get ahead of him anymore,” I admitted, quickly ducking branches. I wanted to get to the hills before it became too dark.

“Then why are we running?” Terra asked, keeping up with my pace.

“I’m not running from Beau,” I sighed, looking at the map in my tabs. I’d never been out to the dungeons in these hills. I hadn’t chosen that storyline before. “I’m running from the next quest.”

“Oh,” she said, but I could tell she didn’t follow my reasoning. That was good because I didn’t want the engine to be getting it either. The engine was letting me run because Beau had broken the rules and gotten to me in a third of the time I should have had to prepare, but it was not my friend. It just wanted a bigger epic battle.

I focused on the hills and purged the rest from my mind. I could tell that Terra was trying to figure it out, but she was also not trying too hard. She was afraid of this new path and her fear affected me, but I checked the slowly darkening sky and the map and hoped. I oriented myself on the torch-lit entrances to the dungeon caves in the distance and then dove into my character sheet, trying to think strategically.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 5 (210/1800)

Profession: Cook (Level 5: 310/1800), Storyteller (Level 3: 20/800), Singer (Level 2: 450/500), Carpenter (Level 1: 50/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300)

Health: 680/680

Mana: 782/782

Intelligence: 24

Will: 22

Strength: 19

Constitution: 21

Charm: 21

Beauty: 9

Perception: 22

Dexterity: 25

Luck: 21

Skills: Cooking (26), Knife Fighting (22), Storytelling (20), Dodge (15), Singing (15), Alcohol Tolerance (10), Bartering (10), Meditation (9), Comedy (7), Identify (7), Intimidation (7), Woodworking (7), Dual Wielding (4), Sewing (3)

Spells: Clean (30), Sparkler (25), Basic Repair (15), Freshen (11), Casting Stone (10), Basic Heal (9), Basic Buff (8), Soft Breeze (6), Cure Poison (5), Moisten (5), Lift Spirits (4), Summon Witch’s Familiar (2)

Recipes: Fruit Pie (9), Sourdough Bread (6), Stew (6), Chili (3), Cornbread (3), Meat Pie (3), Porridge (3), Buffalo Sauce (2), Chicken Coop (2), Cobbler (2), Mint Sauce (2)

 Like I said, I’d been working up my stats, skills, recipes, and spells. I’d made sure I had everything I’d had before. The first time around, I’d thought that my stats would be like DnD stats and level off in the low twenties. The truth was that they continued to climb with effort as far as you dared to take them.

            

    
        Ch 29 - Dungeon Crawling

    
    
    
    
                I lived in a sixteen-year-old body, but my mind still cringed at the thought of sleeping on bare rock. I wasn’t tired, even though it was late, and I’d done enough today to earn a rest, but my mana and health were full and if I wasn’t singing for my supper, I might as well dungeon dive for it. I felt the fool for coming with just a backpack and dagger to my name. I’d eaten one of my own meat pies on the way and had a clean plate in my inventory. I had stopped at a stream and drunk my fill of clean water, but if I couldn’t provide for myself in the dungeon, I’d be headed back to town before morning.

I squinted into the darkness of the first dungeon, having no idea what lay inside. After all the mental gymnastics and days of conversation reruns, it was a welcome change. The entrance narrowed and sloped down into the hills. I was a girl who grew up next to the Rocky Mountains. Anything less than those magnificent peaks was hills. These were large hills, but they were not mountains to me.

“Are you sure?” Terra asked, giving the air of the dungeon a sniff.

“Nope,” I admitted, trying to smell whatever she might be sensing.

“We could die in there and no one would ever know,” Terra sat and gave me a solemn look.

“That would test a theory,” I replied mentally, not daring to state it aloud. I didn’t think it was enough to be suspicious, but I didn’t need to take any more chances. The dungeons were enough of a risk for me that night.

I tugged a torch off the wall and put it in my left hand. I held my dagger in my right hand. I must have looked idiotic in my peasant-girl clothes, but they were all I had this time. I’d only managed to tie the apron in such a way that hopefully the skirt wouldn’t trip me up. I held the torch behind me so that I wouldn’t be blinded by it. I wanted to have the courage to leave it behind and get some dark vision, but I wasn’t that brave my first time in.

I bumped my nose on an almost invisible barrier. Okay, I didn’t bump my nose. My dagger bumped into the barrier first, but I thought the nose thing sounded funnier. I reached out a hand and touched the barrier.

Castle Eroomtsim: Undead Dungeon

Level 10-20

Recommended Group size 5-10

You do not qualify for this dungeon. Please return when your class level is higher.

That was a little anticlimactic. While my profession levels counted toward my health and mana calculations, they did not help to qualify me for this dungeon. That was okay, actually, because the hills were littered with these dungeons. I simply backed up and had to look left and right to find another set of torches. I kept my torch, but I stubbed out the flame in the dirt near the entrance. On a hunch, I took the second flame and stubbed it out too. I stuck both torches in my backpack and flipped a coin to decide a direction.

My hiking helped my constitution go up by two points, so I didn’t feel like the hour walking to the next dungeon was wasted. Again, I took a lit torch, stubbed it out on the ground and then put it in my pack. I’d learned from Infocom games to never leave a potential tool behind. If the program let you take it, it would be useful. I plucked out the last lit torch and approached the dungeon.

If I looked very closely, I could almost see the shimmer of a zone barrier. I laid my hand on this one.

Darkburrow: Gnoblins Dungeon

Levels 5-15 

Recommended group size 3-4

You qualify for this dungeon but do not have a group. Do you wish to override group recommendation? (Y/N)

I thought about trying to find a solo dungeon but there was no guarantee that one even existed. I was in this to help level up my skills and hopefully get some real fighting experience, something on which I’d always been lax. I turned up my notifications. I had a much higher health and mana pool than the average adventurer of my level. I had taken on a level nine bard with half my current stats and won. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to try it out. Would it be better with a tank and a healer? Probably, but…

I triggered the entry.

Zoning, please wait…

I was glad that I was holding both my dagger and the torch. I was attacked at the doorway by a gnoll with green skin covered lightly by brown and black fur. It was like someone had taken a German shepherd, taught it to stand up and then fed it enough spinach for its skin to turn a football-field-colored green. Its doggy face snapped at me almost before I’d completely materialized. I’m not a person who responds well to someone getting in my face, especially if its got a doggy snout and big teeth.

I shoved the torch into the doggy-face and had the satisfaction of seeing it recoil from me. I followed up with the dagger in my right hand and managed to scrape it against furry ribs, opening a long gash in the gnoblin’s side. The gnoblin retaliated with a dagger thrust of its own. I couldn’t see if it had doggy paws, but it held a rusty dagger, so I was pretty sure it had to have fingers and a thumb of some sort.

Health -8 (706/714)

Duel Wielding +1

Exp +10 (220/1800)

Its dagger didn’t do much damage. It was like my skin was thicker than his. Even though I wasn’t wearing armor, my higher constitution and health made it harder to cut into me. His dagger was also a bit dull, so that couldn’t help him. My dagger was sharp, but it didn’t do much more damage the way I was using it. I tried to use my Identify skill.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 90/100)

Identify +1

Exp +10 (230/1800)

My dagger hadn’t done much damage either, but I had a ton more health that it did. I swiped the torch at it again and followed up with my dagger aiming for a punch into the gnoblin’s gut. The torch worked really well as a feint because while it dodged the torch, my dagger dug deep into what I knew were intestines. The gnoblin bit at my face and slashed at me with the dagger. It obviously had a double-attack ability too. While I arced back from the teeth coming at my face, I took the dagger slice on the forearm that was holding my dagger. I expected it to hurt, but it barely broke skin. It was like someone had slapped me playfully.

Health -10 (696/714)

Dodge +1

Skill Learned: Piercing

Exp +40 (270/1800)

Each time I hit the gnoblin, I used Identify to watch the damage I was doing.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 75/100)

This stabbing had done more damage than slicing. Rather than pull my dagger out, I dragged it up the gnoblin’s stomach with all my strength. I didn’t expect it to do much more than my other attacks, but the gnoblin lurched with an agonized howl, dropping its dagger and reaching for me with two clawed hands. It grabbed my arms as if to hold itself up more than to attack.

Health -2 (694/714)

You have been grappled.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 49/100)

The gnoblin used its claws on my arms while plunging his open jaw down at me again. I dodged my head to the side, but he bit into my shoulder with every ounce of strength he had. I used my backward lunge to wrench my dagger further up into the gnoblin’s chest cavity. I’d just ripped past his stomach and felt my knife hitch on his sternum. I let my left hand drop the torch to the floor and tried to snap my fingers for an extra boost of Sparkler damage into the gnoblin’s side.

Health -14 (680/714)

You are grappled.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 22/100)

While the gnoblin was obviously determined to hurt me, my stats protected me. As the gnoblin lurched to the side to avoid my fire spell, I held the dagger firm. In essence, it punctured its own lung, my dagger lodging under the ribcage, nearly pulling me over as the gnoblin flung its head and the rest of its body backward in a sprawling death flop.

You have broken grapple.

Health -3 (677/714)

You have killed a Gnoblin Pup – Exp +100 (370/1800)

“Ugh, dogs,” Terra complained, licking her paw. Was that blood on her paw?

“Did you scratch it?” I asked her, casting clean on my dagger and then her paw.

“Yep,” she fluffed her tail. “I did a whopping ten points of damage overall, but it was something.”

“Well done, my love,” I praised her, rewarded by her pretense of being above the praise. “Terra the Terrible indeed!”

We didn’t get a chance to say more as another two gnoblins came around the corner, probably in response to the first’s howls. We hadn’t even had time to loot the gnoblin still at our feet. I cast Sparkler at the one of the left and readied my dagger for the one on the right. I might have been able to do more damage with spells than the dagger, but I needed the fighting skills.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 101/110)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 100/100)

Sparkler +1

Duel Wielding +1

Exp +20 (390/1800)

I slid to the right to attack the gnoblin with the least health and noticed that I’d put the right gnoblin between myself and the other one. I plunged my dagger into the gut of the one on right, getting right up next to him, while angling my left hand around it so that I could cast another Sparkler at the one that had started with more health. I was surprised that it worked. I was in such close quarters with the dagger-impaled one that he almost served as armor against his pal.

The gnoblin close to me wrapped arms around me in a hug and bit down on the same shoulder the first one had bitten. Still, it didn’t break skin any more than the first one had. It hurt a bit, but nothing like I’d dreaded. The one behind could only yelp in pain at the Sparkler, anything else blocked by his buddy.

Health -12 (665/714)

You are grappled.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 93/110)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 79/100)

I hugged the gnoblin back, wondering if I could get the grappling skill. The act served to force my dagger deeper into my dance partner and I used my new muscles to slide the dagger up and into major organs. I knew how to dance. Cotillion had been a while ago, but I always appreciated a strong dance partner, so I used my palm, strength, and body to wrench my partner to the side that his buddy was trying to slide around.

Health -10 (655/714)

You are grappled.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 93/110)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 60/100)

“Sorry, buddy, no cutting in,” I told the blocked gnoblin. The dancing left me unable to cast on that gnoblin, but I was okay with that because I could feel the dagger doing my work for me as I used this guy as a shield. All my dance partner could do was continue to try to bite my shoulder. Heck, that just felt like love bites anyway. He also stepped on my toes a bit but two could play that game. I’d had more aggressive lovers in my past. “I’ll save you the next dance.”

Health -11 (644/714)

You have reversed the grapple.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 93/110)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 40/100)

Skill Learned: Grapple

Skill Learned: Dancing?

Exp +40 (430/1800)

Getting into the feel of it, I spun my partner through brute strength, of which I obviously had so much more than he did. The act flung it back over my arm in a dip that allowed me to twist my dagger and still kick out at the confused gnoblin that had been impatiently trying to get a hit in. I could hear the tune to I’ve Had the Time of My Life playing in my mind. My kick knocked the second gnoblin into the wall, where he slid down onto his butt, the air seemingly knocked out of his lungs. Well, I had the advantage of knowing exactly where the solar plexus was as I’d just punctured through it with his buddy.

Health -3 (641/714)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 89/110)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 13/100)

Strength +1

Dexterity +1

Skill Learned: Kick

Skill Learned: Multiple Foe Combat

Exp +40 (470/1800)

Now this was fun. And here I’d thought that fighting would be a grind. I liked dancing. I liked it even better that I had the dexterity, grace, and energy to dance in this world. It didn’t have to be tedious. The skills were nice. I was so happy that I grabbed my partner’s hand and spun him into the cave wall on the other side of his partner. Have you ever seen a dog that looked so confused that it jerked back in shock?

“Nobody sits baby in a corner,” I held out a hand to the remaining gnoblin.

“You think you’re so cute,” Terra snickered, her final scratch finishing off my previous partner.

“I am very cute,” I insisted, the gnoblin in front of me flinching back from my hand. I couldn’t blame him. It held a knife covered in the blood of his buddies.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 87/110)

You have killed a Gnoblin Pup – Exp +100 (570/1800)

The remaining gnoblin took a swipe at my outstretched hand and struggled to its feet. When it actually managed to knock the bloody dagger out of my hand, I hit it with spells instead. It took two blasts of Sparkler as it got to its feet and another two as it tried to take another swing at me. It had lost its dagger at some point, so it only scratched me a little. We’ve mentioned more than enough about my sex life so I’m not going to explain why I just chuckled. You figure it out.

Health -4 (637/714)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 70/110)

The gnoblin lunged at me, trying to grapple again, but without my dagger it didn’t make sense to let him. My dexterity was obviously higher. While I was of equal level, it was clear that my higher stats, skills, and health pool was going to more than make up for it. They weren’t one-hit mobs, but they just couldn’t do enough damage to me to take me down. Three of them had been wailing on me in my unarmored self and hadn’t done enough damage to make me hurt, much less kill me. I practiced dodging and kept casting my Sparkler.

Health -5 (632/714)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 52/110)

Sparkler +1

Identify +1

Exp +20 (590/1800)

The unarmed gnoblin couldn’t do much harm to me, so I played with it a bit. I couldn’t see what any of my newer spells could do to help me or I’d have practiced them on the frustrated thing. I sparred with it, doing a dodge boxing thing that looked better on television than what I could do in person.

Health -4 (628/714)

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 25/110)

Dexterity +1

Skill Learned: Unarmed Combat

Dodge +1

Exp +30 (620/1800)

Then it turned to run, and I stopped messing around. I hadn’t had trouble with three of them, but I didn’t need it to bring a train to the zone edge. I wasn’t even sure that it would let me back out without clearing the zone. It could be that sadistic and I didn’t really want to try it in the middle of a fight I could easily win. I lurched to grab at it, snapping both fingers as I did it. The Sparkler singed its fur and was a little warm when I managed to jump onto its back. My weight and momentum managed to knock it to the floor where it smacked its forehead against the stone.

Sparkler +1

Exp +10 (630/1800)

You have killed a Gnoblin Pup – Exp +110 (740/1800)

I looted the bodies, getting three rusty daggers, a ration, two gnoblin teeth, a leather bracer, and the equivalent of three silver and two copper. I was happy with the experience, stat and skill boosts, and the loot. I could use almost all of it. The leather bracer fit my arm as the gnoblins were about my size. I put on the leather bracer and healed myself up, sitting with Terra for a few minutes to get my mana and health to max. I had to lace the bracer up with one hand and my teeth, but it would keep me from getting scratched again. If these gnoblins continued to drop leather armor, it was a great place to equip myself.

We were in a cave with rough walls. The entrance was at a little bend in the cave. I figured the one pup was at the zone in and the other two had stood guard around the corner. It was typical game logic to put the weakest mobs at the entrance. No one would really do that, but most games did, filling the entrance with trash mobs. The further I went in, the harder the mobs would get.

I peeked around the bend in the cave path. The two had likely come running from where the cave opened up. My torches ended up being relatively useless, considering that torches were stuck in the walls every few feet. The torchlight made the shadows dance, but I ignored that and sneaked up along the path, hugging the walls. I really wanted a move silently, sneak, or hide in shadows skill at some point. I was as quiet as my dexterity allowed but I didn’t get any skills for it.

The cave path curved ahead for about ten feet before I ran into another set of guards. I heard them before I saw them. They grunted at each other in what was probably supposed to be a gnoblin language. All I knew was that I didn’t understand it in the slightest. I backed down the path and stopped.

“So, Terra,” I whispered to her in my mind so that I wouldn’t alert the guard prematurely. “I think it’s about time I taught you how to pull.”

“Pull what?” Terra asked, sitting next to me and cocking her head to the side.

“Pulling is a gamer term for getting a single monster to chase you back to where your group can kill it,” I explained silently, trying to think about how we’d pulled stuff back in my EQ days. “Monsters are stupid most of the time and if they see something they can handle easily…”

“Like a helpless little kitty cat?” Terra gave me an innocent look.

“Yes,” I smiled at her. “You go out there and piss one of them off, hoping only a few will follow.”

“But we could take both these guards up ahead easily,” she protested, her whiskers atwitch.

“This is just practice,” I explained, giving her ear a scritch. “I know you get skills. If you can get a skill for pulling, it could prove very helpful in the future.”

“That sounds very good,” she rubbed against my hand with a purr. “These are very stupid dogs anyway. If I could get Damon, Cliff’s cat, to chase me, I can get some stupid green dogs to do it. Damon was very stubborn and lazy.”

“Cool,” I stood back up and backed down the cave path.

The first time, Terra brought both the guards, but when they howled at the damage I did, no one came to save them. I considered that a big win. Terra became my scout. We pulled them from small alcoves, path guard spots, and even a larger alcove of seven gnoblins. No more than two ever chased a little cat and Terra was fast enough to laughingly bring them time and again. The last group of two had been level eight. I learned that experience was based on their health, the higher levelled ones having double the health and giving double the experience as the ones at the entrance.

I took a break to gnaw on one of the rations I’d found and drink from a wineskin I’d picked up from one of the higher levelled gnoblins. I had three more pieces of leather armor; a set of shoulder pads, one shin guard, and another bracer. I had a stack of twenty rusty daggers that made me wish I had a sharpening kit or something to make them into regular daggers, but I was glad they stacked up to twenty in the pack. I tried casting repair on them, but it only helped with the worn handles, not the metal of the blades.

I had to cast Cure Poison after drinking the “wine” in the wineskin. I let the poison take me down a few health points, just long enough to get my Mild Poison spell. When I cast Freshen on the wine, it became much more palatable. I tried it on the ration I’d found, but it didn’t do much. I had also finally gotten my sneak skill. I was happy with the progress.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 6 (1720/2700)

Profession: Cook (Level 5: 330/1800), Storyteller (Level 3: 20/800), Singer (Level 2: 450/500), Carpenter (Level 1: 50/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300)
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        Ch 30 - Dance Lessons

    
    
    
    
                There was a cavern ahead with eleven gnoblins and they ranged from level seven to level ten. Terra had gotten her Identify and Bait skills up enough that she made a great scout. This was our first crowd. I gave Terra a mental nod. She might not have Donut’s magic missile to help with damage, but if she got overwhelmed, I could pull her out of the line of fire with the summoning spell I had for her.

“Incoming,” Terra told me through our mental link. “I’ve got three of them, I think. These have swords.”

Terra was fast. The cave path narrowed at the point that I waited. Even if she pulled all of them, they couldn’t attack more than two at a time. I braced for the first one to come around the corner as Terra darted between my legs.

The thing about swords was that they were useless once you got really close. Back when Beau had been running his LARPs, I’d tried to get into boffering, but they wouldn’t let me fight the way I wanted to fight. It was against the rules to get inside their weapon reach for grappling. I’d known my method would work, but they wouldn’t even let me try it. What I liked about the dungeons was that no one was around to nerf my fighting style.

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 168/168)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 208/208)

Sure enough, the first two gnoblins had rusty swords. I deflected the sword off my left bracer and used its momentum to spin into my deadly embrace. The guard that I was fighting had a nice leather overtunic that I wanted intact, so instead of stabbing into his stomach area, I stabbed up into its armpit. I spun us so that his partner would have to hit his buddy if he wanted to take a swing at me. It was a method that had been working for me.

The patrol gnoblin didn’t seem to care about hitting his buddy. Either that or he couldn’t stop the swing he’d aimed at me, even after I’d turned his buddy between us. The sword’s strike sliced through the back of the leather tunic making me wince. I wanted that leather tunic.

Health -4 (842/846)

You have grappled a Gnoblin Guard.

Grapple +1

Dodge +1

Exp +20 (1740/2700)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 142/168)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 208/208)

I worried a bit that I couldn’t see the gnoblin behind my current foes, but my mind was more focused on the ones I could reach. The gnoblin guard was bleeding enough that I knew I’d hit a major artery. He was dead, but it would take a little time for him to bleed out. In the meantime, I held him with my dagger-wielding hand and cast a Sparkler at the gnoblin behind him with my left hand. As long as I was squeezing the gnoblin guard, he couldn’t do much more than claw at my back, which almost tickled. I had learned to tuck my head under his doggy chin to stop the biting. If I pushed my head up, it pushed his head back and allowed me to watch the gnoblin patrol right behind him. While my current dance partner would bleed out within five minutes or so, he wouldn’t even feel dizzy for another two minutes and that was a long time when in the middle of a fight.

Health -7 (835/846)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 122/168)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 200/208)

Oh, good. It had been a good cut into a major artery and would drain out twenty health every round. Meanwhile my Sparkler had done eight whole damage to the patrol gnoblin. I couldn’t wait for that Sparkler to level up. Once it got to forty, it would turn into Flare which would do almost double that. Unless I wanted to drop my dagger, I’d have to be content with the single Sparkler until the guard died.

The guard managed to scrape his teeth over my head, but he was pretty much only stuck with a mouthful of hair. I wasn’t the kind of girl who cared if my hair got messed up. I’d learned in my previous incarnation that the Beauty stat was totally different than other stats. It had a base of ten, and if you got messy or disheveled, it went down. It only went over ten when you had the beauty accoutrements. You know, like a fancy dress, a shiny barrette, spiffy boots, and make up. It did affect a person’s ability to charm, but it wasn’t something I cared about much, especially in the middle of a dungeon crawl. After all, I had plenty of dance partners down here in the caves.

“That was terrible,” Terra rolled her mental eyes at my thoughts.

I just snickered and cast Sparkler again.

Health -4 (831/846)

Sparkler +1

Identify +1

Exp +20 (1760/2700)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 100/168) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 191/208)

Finally, I felt Identify break the threshold at twenty skill points. It would now give me more information. If I’d only caused a minor bleed effect, the guard would only be losing ten health per round. Terra was throwing a scratch in here and there, but I was just waiting and blocking at this point. It was reasonable, I supposed. I hadn’t really been fighting all that much. My skills were abysmal by my standards. All I could do was dink them to death until I levelled everything up. They were also managing dinky attacks, but my health pool was drastically higher, so I was always going to win a dink war. I added a toe stomp to my attacks, but it wouldn’t do much more than Terra’s swipes.

Health -3 (828/846)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 76/168) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 183/208)

The guard chose then to tilt back his head and howl, sending out the alarm. It wouldn’t do him any good, as he’d be dead in fifteen seconds, but it did cause me a bit of trouble. I thought about how that third gnoblin behind these two wasn’t able to get to me and felt secure in that way, but I wouldn’t be able to rest and heal. I did some quick math in my head while biting down on the gnoblin guard’s stretched neck. My dance partner’s howling alarm gargled to a stop. If I lost a pessimistic forty health per gnoblin I killed and there were eleven of them, then I’d still only be down about half my health by the time I was done killing them all. That relaxed me, so I kept up my pattern.

Health -6 (822/846)

Intelligence +1

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 52/168) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 174/208)

I cast a heal on myself and checked Terra’s health. It was just a matter of waiting for my partner to die and then changing partners. I might as well get my heal up since my biting attack didn’t do enough damage to justify the bad taste it left in my mouth, literally. It was worse than taking your cousin with bad breath to the prom because your mom owed her sister a favor. Skills and spell levels went up faster when applied during combat. At least it seemed that way.

Health -4 (818/846)

You have healed for +3 Health (821/846)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 32/168) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 174/208)

Okay that was super boring. It was time to see what a newer spell could do. I had to focus for this one since it was still really low. I cast Mild Poison at the patrol gnoblin and whatever else was behind it. My concentration allowed my current dance partner to get a bite in on my shoulder, but my new shoulder pads made it so that I didn’t even notice. What I wouldn’t do for a breath mint though.

Health -9 (812/846)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 11/168) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 183/208)

There was something about the poison spell that made me want to hold it like I had against Beau. So, I held and the mana spread out before me like a wave of something that didn’t follow any rules of physics. My cloud of greying mana expanded through walls and around corners with no notice for the obstacles. It felt good to be at one with the mana. So good that I might not have stopped if the guard hadn’t collapsed in my arms.

Health -5 (807/846)

You have killed a Gnoblin Guard – Exp +168 (1828/2700)

Mild Poison +1

Exp +10 (1838/2700)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 173/208) – condition Poisoned (-10 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 160/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

I almost didn’t dodge the sword coming at me as I snapped out of the haze that casting Mild Poison had done. As it was, I ended up ducking the second one and grabbing at another guard instead of the patrol who had been waiting so patiently for my dance card to be free. I missed my grapple, but I got a good swipe at its sword arm. It yelped and dropped its sword using its other paw to cover its bleeding wrist. The gnoblin patrol took a full swing at me and only managed to get his new buddy. It hadn’t helped him that Terra had wound herself under his feet. I worried only until she giggled.

“Dogs are so easy,” Terra scoffed. She was so fast that she was almost a blur as she ducked back behind me. It was a testament to her dexterity that she only tripped him and not me. Then again, she and I had been playing the weave through my legs game for a while. That’s why my dexterity was high enough to sidestep the patrol’s growling snap at my face and backbend back from the guard’s similar attack. I didn’t manage to avoid all the damage, but they barely nicked me.

Health -7 (800/846)

Dodge +1

Exp +10 (1848/2700)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 173/208) – condition Poisoned (-10 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 160/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

“Don’t worry, you’re next,” I told the guard as I grappled the gnoblin patrol and the new guard had a chance to try to get me through his brother-in-arms. “Everyone will get a turn.”

I wasn’t sure that they didn’t understand me somehow. I thought I’d just been amusing myself and Terra, but the guard got a very confused look on his face. The patrol gnoblin in my arms didn’t have a chest piece, so I was able to plunge my dagger deep in my first real attack.

Health -2 (798/846)

Piercing +1

Exp +10 (1858/2700)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 143/208) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 152/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

The patrol felt almost like the fight had gone out of him. Either that or he was too stunned to fight back this round. I tore my dagger up, gutting him as easily as I’d done the pups. Meanwhile, the new guard poked his dagger at the hand that I’d wrapped around the patrol gnoblin. I used my strength and dexterity to shift the patrol’s weight in my arms and the guard’s dagger plunged into the patrol’s back. The guard’s eyes widened in shock and fear. I could only laugh. I wished those boffer judges could see me now. I knew my way would work.

Strength +1

Grapple +1

Exp +10 (1868/2700)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 98/208) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-30 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 144/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

I was laughing so hard that I nearly stumbled over the body on the floor. I thought loot at it to get it out of my way. The guard had found his anger and lunged for me. Looting had lost me my second attack, but I wasn’t worried about it. The guard stabbed his buddy in the back again. I wondered if maybe he was doing as much damage as I was. Not quite, but it sure helped. I could use more of these stupid guards.

Health -2 (796/846)

Dodge +1

Exp +10 (1878/2700)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 58/208) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-30 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 136/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

I was going start casting Sparkler at the guard, but my mana still seemed to be feeding the poison, which I could tell was still spreading. I’d managed to cast two Sparklers at once before, but I’d never thought of having to cast two different spells at the same time. I wasn’t going to be casting anything as long as the poison was spreading out. While I could see the cloud of sickly mana, I didn’t think others could. Beau hadn’t seen it. He’d barely been able to counter it with a healing song. The gnoblin guard didn’t stab his friend this time, but he did seem to be feeling more than just the health reduction of the poison. I jerked my dagger sideways, shredding the patrol’s insides.

Health -1 (795/846)

Mild Poison +1

Exp +10 (1888/2700)

Gnoblin Patrol – Level 8 (Health 13/208) – condition Poisoned and Dying (-30 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 128/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

I pulled out my dagger as the gnoblin in my arms died, looting it as it fell so that I wouldn’t have to trip over it later. The guard gave the most baffled look at the falling and then disappearing comrade. I forced myself to focus on the gnoblin pushing past the guard. After all, I wasn’t sure I wanted to kill this guard yet. He’d been so helpful so far. This new one looked a little more bossy. He shoved the guard to the side and dove at me.

“Ole!” I shouted, giving a really good impression of a bullfighter and punching my dagger down into his back as he passed. This left me with a dilemma though. Now I had an enemy behind me and another one pushing past the stupidly stunned guard, and they both looked smart enough to not stab each other for me.

Health -1 (794/846)

You have killed a Gnoblin Patrol – Exp +208 (2036/2700)

Mild Poison +1

Piercing +1

Exp +20 (2056/2700)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 112/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 236/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 284/300) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

It was time to channel some self-defense classes. What? They offered them free on campus and a girl’s got to learn how to defend... Yeah, okay, that’s not why I took them. It was the first time I’d gone to college and the guy who ran the classes was cute. I mostly played dumb, so he’d let me flip him over and over again. We never dated, but it was fun.

I charged the gnoblin smith that was behind me. I saw a look of surprise on his face as I aimed my shoulder at his solar plexus and rushed him like he was the quarterback. The tanner hadn’t had a chance to get close enough to take a swipe at my back and the guard was still standing there in a dumbfounded haze. The smith held a hammer, whose head was bigger than mine, and he was strong. He was so strong that I damaged myself more than him as my head and shoulder hit him just below a large set of metal shoulder pads that reached down almost to his stomach.

The problem with a guy like this was that all that muscle was on top. I not only had enough strength to knock him back a few feet, I also had enough leverage that I could lever him up onto my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. I’m sure my grappling skill and dexterity helped to pull it off, but leverage is my friend, so I give it the most credit. The smith flailed, but they were all surprised enough that they stared goggle-eyed as I turned him around and ran at the tanner, screaming like a Valkyrie! I bowled the tanner over and back into a crowd of waiting gnoblins behind them and then backed past the guard to put that choke point back where it belonged. I think I did more damage to myself than them.

Health -12 (782/846)

Skill Learned: Manic Charge

Exp +20 (2076/2700)

Strength +1

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 104/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 224/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 266/300) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

“Ewwww!!” Terra complained. I knew what she complained about as I was trying very hard not to slip in the leftovers of the smith’s recent meal that had been deposited behind me during the charge.

In his defense, the smith had been poisoned and hit in the stomach with what could be compared to a linebacker’s strength. The smith and tanner took long enough to scramble up off the ground for me to cast the clean behind me. The last thing I needed was to slip and fall in it with nine gnoblins still waiting to mob me. The tanner pushed the gaping guard behind him with a growl worthy of a little dog. I always found that little dogs were far more viscous than their larger counterparts, so that was a compliment for me.

Clean +1

Exp +10 (2086/2700)

Gnoblin Guard – Level 7 (Health 96/168) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 228/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 276/300) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

The smith tried to charge me again, but I took the charge rather than let him get behind me. I dodged the stupid hammer so easily it was pitiful. That thing was supposed to be used on an anvil, not a person. I ducked down as the hammer swung over my head, but instead of letting him rush by, I put my shoulder into ribs and added my push into the smith’s hammer’s heavy momentum and managed to slam him into the wall.

I barely saw the tanner draw back his hand and it didn’t connect with my mind that he had some type of distance attack until it hit my shoulder. The whipcrack near my ear caused me to flinch from the sound even though it only landed on my leather shoulder pads. Now this was just cheating, I thought with a shudder. I’d give him that shot, but my eyes steeled over knowing I wouldn’t let him do it again.

Strength +1

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 220/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 248/300) – condition Poisoned and Critically Wounded (-28 health/5 seconds)

Now that I knew how easy it was to duck the stupid hammer, I kicked out at the smith just to keep him against the wall. Instead, I focused on the tanner. Now look, there’s just something about whips that makes me change inside. It didn’t matter that the whip wasn’t going to do as much as the hammer if it hit me. I’m not going to say much more than that except that I was determined to make sure the tanner died next.

I watched for him to pull back his arm again and flipped my dagger from my right to my left hand. As he threw his arm forward in terrible form, I raised my right bracer to intercept. I grabbed the end of the whip as its end wrapped harmlessly around my bracer. With a flick that surprised the tanner much more than me, the whip flew out of his paw/hand and I heard the handle clatter against the ground.

“We did not discuss a safe word,” I grit out, flinging the whip behind me.

Health -4 (778/846)

Skill Learned: Disarm

Exp +20 (2106/2700)

Dexterity +1

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 212/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 220/300) – condition Poisoned and Critically Wounded (-28 health/5 seconds)

The smith came at me with a mighty swing of that totally overweighted hammerhead. I threw him at the other wall the same way I’d thrown him at the one he’d pushed off, tossing another punch of my dagger toward his leg. With my right hand, I snapped a Sparkler at the disarmed tanner, who was fumbling to pull out a dagger.

Piercing +1

Knife Fighting +1

Exp +20 (2126/2700)

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 196/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 192/300) – condition Poisoned and Critically Wounded (-28 health/5 seconds)

It was a new kind of dance and one that actually kept me out of harm’s way even better. As the blacksmith pushed off toward me again, I lunged back the other way and punctured his other lung. I fired another Sparkler over the blacksmith’s shoulder at the tanner. It felt more like aerobics than dancing, a thought that made me smirk.

Sparkler +1

Exp +10 (2126/2700)

Dexterity +1

Gnoblin Tanner – Level 9 (Health 179/252) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin Smith – Level 10 (Health 151/300) – condition Poisoned and Dying (-38 health/5 seconds)

The smith was now struggling to even take a breath. I might have felt sorry for him if he hadn’t been trying so hard to hurt me with his last ounce of strength. He staggered at me, the hammer swinging low and weak. I kicked down to knock the hammer out of his hand. He not only dropped the hammer, but he also tumbled down after it, gasping at my feet as not only the tanner, but also a new gnoblin formed up behind him.

My mind couldn’t do the math anymore. I didn’t count how many were left. The smith and tanner had been the highest levels of them all, and they’d turned out to be the easiest. The adrenaline of fighting pushed all the blood from my brain and into the extremities of my body. I let my body take over and continue to kill one gnoblin after another. The end of it found me slumped against the wall, covered in gnoblin blood, panting. It also upped my level and many stats.

This dungeon diving had turned out to be a very good idea. I was working out my fury and frustration as much as it was helping me gain levels. I also had some very good loot. I now wore a full set of leather armor, including a little cap that annoyed me. I felt like I looked stupid but the pathetic attacks of these gnoblins did almost no damage anymore.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 7 (1211/4050)

Profession: Cook (Level 5: 330/1800), Storyteller (Level 3: 20/800), Singer (Level 2: 450/500), Carpenter (Level 1: 50/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300) 

Health: 1007/1007

Mana: 931/931

Intelligence: 25

Will: 24

Strength: 26

Constitution: 27

Charm: 22

Beauty: 6

Perception: 27

Dexterity: 33

Luck: 26

Skills: Knife Fighting (38), Dodge (30), Cooking (26), Identify (26), Meditation (24), Storytelling (20), Dual Wielding (18), Piercing (18), Singing (15), Alcohol Tolerance (12), Multiple Foe Combat (12), Bartering (10), Intimidation (10), Grapple (8), Comedy (7), Kick (7), Woodworking (7), Dancing (6), Unarmed Combat (4), Sewing (3), Sneak (3), Disarm (2), Manic Charge (1)

Spells: Flare (41), Clean (35), Heal (20), Basic Repair (19), Freshen (14), Casting Stone (10), Basic Buff (9), Cure Poison (7), Mild Poison (7), Soft Breeze (6), Moisten (5), Lift Spirits (4), Summon Witch’s Familiar (3)

Recipes: Fruit Pie (9), Sourdough Bread (6), Stew (6), Chili (3), Cornbread (3), Meat Pie (3), Porridge (3), Buffalo Sauce (2), Chicken Coop (2), Cobbler (2), Mint Sauce (2)

The most important part was that Sparkler had upgraded to Flare, which now did an average of fifteen points of damage per cast. The mana cost was higher too, but it didn’t even put a dent in my mana. Heal had gone up too. The latter had increased while I sat and healed myself up three health points at a time for over two hundred health that I’d lost in the fighting. It now healed eight to nine health per cast.

            

    
        Ch 31 - They Say Poison's a Woman's Weapon

    
    
    
    
                I examined the crafting area that we’d just cleared out and became even more excited. I’m a crafter at heart so all the tools were priceless to me. I cast Cure Poison and Freshen on the pot of food in the middle, making it almost palatable. If I was desperate, I’d come back for some before I left the dungeon. I found a blacksmithing toolkit and a tanning one. I wanted to spend an hour or two here learning the skills, but I didn’t feel like that would be such a great idea until I’d cleared the dungeon.

My half hour of poking around the large crafting cavern had been more than enough for me to get my breath back. I could feel that my body was getting tired, but I wasn’t going to sleep until the dungeon was complete. I marveled that I wasn’t collapsed in a corner and that I almost took for granted how I could move and keep going in this world. I would never forget that I’d lived almost forty years in a body so broken that just my half hour of exploring would have exhausted me for hours.

It was also weird how fighting seemed to slow down time. I had almost no idea how much time had passed. If I did the math, I could figure it out. Maybe five seconds per round, with an average of fifteen damage per round. Add on that there were eleven gnoblins with an average health of two hundred and twenty? That worked out to almost twenty-five hundred total health at damage of three health per second. One little division problem and we had around eight hundred and twenty-ish seconds of time passed. Divide that by sixty and we had between thirteen and fourteen minutes of combat with all those gnoblins.

Intelligence +2

And that was why I did the math. I smiled at Terra, who was too busy napping on a bedroll near the fire to notice me.

“Ready?” I called out to her.

“Sure,” Terra gave a big stretch, and I wondered if she was getting bigger.

“I’m getting stronger too,” she answered my unspoken question. “Let Damon tackle me now.” And I could hear a smug chuckle in her tone.

We sneaked down the next main path until we came to another larger group of gnoblins. They were in a room with a door, and it was the first real door we’d seen in the dungeon so far. It was cracked open just enough for Terra to poke first her whiskers and then her head through the narrow opening. As Terra peeked carefully around the corner, she relayed information back to me.

“It has a bunch of beds on both sides of the chamber,” she told me. “These gnoblins are higher level. It says they are elite guards. These guys have over four hundred health each and there are more than there were in the last big area. These swords laying around don’t look like they’re rusty.”

I sat back and thought about it. The hallways had widened, so this doorway was the only real choke point. I wasn’t sure I could keep them from surrounding me. I was staring at the door that stood open on our side of the room. I found it odd that it opened outward, but as I was considering the oddity, I wondered if I could block it shut somehow.

I let myself do the math, since none of them seemed to be heading for the door anytime soon and I was well hidden behind it. Terra described four of them playing poker, three wrestling, and more than five asleep. If there were twelve with four hundred and fifty health each, that was about fifty-four hundred health. That was over twice what the last large combat had entailed. The last combat had only taken me down by around two hundred health, and while the elite guards probably hit harder with their new weapons, my spells and skills had upgraded too. It wasn’t out of the question that I could take them on and win.

Intelligence +2

I took a look inside my inventory. Inventory didn’t add anything to my weight, something I found too easy about this game. I’d stuck the gnoblin smith’s stupid anvil in the backpack on a lark, finding it absurd that it not only fit, but it was weightless once in there. If the game mechanics were going to give me such an easy transport option, I was going to use it, so I’d stuck the whole anvil in there.

It just seemed to me that I’d rather be the Indy that shot the master sword-smith, than the one that spent twenty takes trying to fight through it with a whip. Did I have a gun though? I had better than a gun. I had a poison spell that I really wanted to play with. At eight damage per five seconds, it would pessimistically take about fifty-five rounds to kill an elite. That was less than five minutes, and they could all be dead, give or take whatever time it took for the poison to permeate the room.

Intelligence +2 

I eased the door shut with my foot while casting my poison spell. There wasn’t a latch to click and give us away. It also meant that we couldn’t lock it even if I knew enough about smithing or locks to do it. Kat might have known how to do it, but I shoved that thought away before it could be born. The anvil gave a deep clunk as I took it out of my inventory, but I was able to silently slide it against the door, as my poisoned mana spread out into the room beyond.

Mild Poison +1

Exp +10 (1221/4050)

As I sat there with my mind stretching out with my mana, I felt like I could see into the room. I couldn’t see with my eyes, but I could feel the mana. Even fighters had mana. I could feel their mana as a thickening set of clumps. They started coughing first. Terra had missed another two gnoblins propped up in chairs near a door on the back wall.

Mild Poison +1

Exp +10 (1231/4050)

I sat on the floor of the hallway and braced my back against the anvil. I could feel several blobs moving toward the door we’d blocked. Would it take more than five minutes to beat down a thick wooden door? I didn’t think they’d have the strength in another two minutes, but that was only for the ones that were closest to the door. The poison seemed to dissipate as it spread back away from me.

Mild Poison +1

Exp +10 (1241/4050)

I couldn’t track the damage since I had to see them to use Identify, and it didn’t do any good to try to figure out the math on figures that I didn’t have, so I concentrated on the mana. If a person could manipulate a fight through physical strength, then a person could manipulate mana out of sheer force of will. I took the mana and I immersed myself in it, blind to my surroundings in a way that was stupid. Terra was there to wake me if anything sneaked up on us, so maybe not totally stupid. By now though, you know my mind and it took most of my will just to ignore all the bad situations that could be happening while I was blind. I trusted Terra.

Mild Poison +1

Will +2

Exp +10 (1251/4050)

As the ones near the door coughed, others came to investigate, slowly at first, but enough that they got caught in the effect. I flexed my will and deepened the light grey my poison exuded. It resisted my will, but that only made me more stubborn. There was something in this. I’d come close to it in my previous loop, but never had the time or mental clarity to pursue it. This time I knew it was the very key to defeating my final foe.

Mild Poison +1

Will +1

Exp +10 (1261/4050)

I doubled my pressure and felt some unknowable barrier give way just a little. It was like a door had been opened and not the one at my back. I ignored the trickle of liquid from my nose. I was pretty sure it was blood and that I’d done damage to myself, but I didn’t care. That crack wouldn’t last forever, and I pushed into it.

Health -75 (932/1007)

Mild Poison +10… Error…

Will +2…4…Error

Exp +100 (1351/4050)

I knew it. I could feel the game stutter around me. It was all made out of mana. It had rules that it had to obey, but when you pressed outside of what it knew to be normal, it had to try to make judgment calls. It wasn’t programmed to do that. It bucked, but I knew from experience that it would then settle. I let it adjust, keeping my foot in that crack.

Poisoned Mana +1

Spell Learned: Mana Sight

Skill Learned: Mana Manipulation

Will +1

Experience +60 (1411/4050)

And the mana from my poison turned a shade darker. The stutter of the world settled too. Now it flowed further as well. It had been doing eight damage every round before and it would be doing double that now. I wiped at my nose impatiently, probably smearing it all over my face. It wasn’t like I was going to cast Clean now.

Poisoned Mana +1

Will +1

Exp +10 (1421/4050)

It was time to dial it back and pretend I was just accidentally discovering something new. I needed to pretend shock and feel lucky. Part of me didn’t want to play the part. I wanted to summon my final foe right now and rip him limb from limb, but this incarnation of me wasn’t strong enough yet so I buried the thought deep in my psyche.

Poisoned Mana +1

Will +1

Exp +10 (1431/4050)

I felt a shuffle and pressure at my back as the first gnoblins reached the door. It had only been a minute of confusion for them, so they’d only lost about a fifth of their health so far, although with the higher damage over the last three rounds that could be higher. I focused harder on getting the poison to penetrate deeper into their room and nearly laughed as the ones farthest from the door ran to help me. Whether they were trying to help their buddies or just starting to get alarmed by the commotion at the door, the gnoblins were slowly converging right in the middle of my lovely poison.

Poisoned Mana +1

Exp +10 (1441/4050)

Now that they were lining up like lambs to the slaughter, I could stop trying to deepen the poison and consider my physical circumstances. The irony of having done almost as much damage to myself than half the gnoblins in the dungeon combined didn’t escape my notice. I still had to keep half my attention on keeping the poison active, so I couldn’t cast any heals or a clean, but I could let my eyes focus on my physical surroundings enough to realize that no alarm had gotten far enough to cause me any worries. Once my poison hit everybody, I might let up to cast some other spells, but until I was sure they were all struck, I kept that poison spell active.

Poisoned Mana +1

Will +1

Exp +10 (1451/4050)

The door didn’t budge. They could have pushed it open if I’d just left the anvil there, but with my added strength, I was able to keep the door closed. Thinking ahead, I pulled a sword and the smith’s hammer out of my pack. By bracing my shoulder against the anvil, I could use the hammer to wedge the rusty sword under the door.

Strength +1

I heard a yip from the other side that let me know I might have gotten a paw, but I doubted it did much damage. I had another sword, so I wedged it under there too. I still had to keep my weight pushed against the anvil, but I was sure it wasn’t going to budge as long as I could keep standing there.

That thought had me sending nervous glances down the hallway. Luckily it was pretty straight and still had all those very helpful torches on the walls. Now that I wasn’t focused on the poison, all I could do was wait. I kept half my mind on the poison cloud behind me and half on whether the door would give way, or someone would come to investigate first.

Poisoned Mana +1

Will +1

Luck +3

Exp +10 (1461/4050)

For about a minute, the pounding got harder, but then it tapered off. I couldn’t believe my luck. There were several sounds that made me want to cast Clean almost more than I wanted them to die from the poison. The sounds were followed by growls, howls and thumps, and my imagination filled in the blanks as it wanted to do. I imagined that they were throwing up, slipping in their own mess and then growling at each other as they hit the floor. In reality, the door was starting to splinter, but I had no clue what was really happening until they all died.

Poisoned Mana +6

Will +4

Strength +3

Luck +2

Exp +60 (1541/4050)

The first kill notification came another minute later and then they streamed in like a broken dam. There had been a total of fifteen elite guards ranging from level twelve to level fourteen. I let the cloud of poison remain for an extra minute while I swiped away message after message. It was a nice chunk of over six thousand experience taking me to level eight and halfway to level nine. The poison was OP, but I wasn’t going to complain. I had a good fistful of spells that currently did about a tenth of the damage I wanted them to do.

I cast Clean a dozen times before I even opened the door. I didn’t have enough space in my packs for all the loot of fifteen elite gnoblins. That was okay because each bed had a twenty-slot trunk at the end of it. With fifteen trunks and one backpack in my inventory, I had room for it all. I found myself wanting to get to the rest of the dungeon. If these were the elite guards, then the boss mob couldn’t be too much farther.

The door at the back of the chamber was locked. I figured the boss had the key. I cast my new spell of Mana Sight and could only really make out that there was nothing living behind the door. I could wait to get into that room.

Who was I kidding? You know that I didn’t want to face a lock because it would remind me of her. I’d been trying not to think of her. I ached half to death in wanting her back but the idea of bringing her here to die again made me… I shut down the thinking. He was watching. I knew it. The machine and the maker of this hellish existence was not only watching but also doing everything in his power to make my life hell. Again, I shut down my thoughts and tried to focus on the next step. And the next. And then the next. How was I supposed to think of a way to not lose my daughter if I couldn’t think anything private?

            

    
        Ch 32 - Gnoblin King

    
    
    
    
                The next door I found led into a harem, complete with a nursery located right behind it. Terra and I took out the guards at the harem door without even breathing hard. I cast Poisoned Mana around the corner and waited for them to get suspicious. I followed up with back-to-back Flares while backing down the corridor toward the barracks. The elite guards were happy to push us that direction, thinking they’d have backup soon enough. I found a key on this set of guards, but it didn’t work on the door at the back of the barracks.

Intelligence +1

Strength +1

Charm +1

Perception +2

Dexterity +2

Luck +2

Dodge +2

Multiple Foe Combat +2

Dancing +1

Duel Wielding +1

Knife Fighting +1

Heal +2

Flare +2

Poisoned Mana +1

Skill Learned: Barricade 

Exp +140 (3177/9113)

You have killed an Elite Gnoblin Guard – Exp +553 (3730/9113)

You have killed an Elite Gnoblin Guard – Exp +553 (4283/9113)

I headed back to the door they were guarding. Mana Sight was a lovely spell. It allowed me to have a type of vision that focused on mana alone. Living things had mana and rocks did too, but not the same kind. It was like being able to see between the atoms all around us. I didn’t see solid rock; I saw a collection of molecules that were spaced apart. Some had charges like rocks or chairs, and some had charged mana like gnoblins and Terra and me. Terra and I were soaked with it, making me think of glittering vampires.

Mana Sight +3

Exp +30 (4313/9113)

I didn’t want to think about how warped a mind had to be to come up with baby monsters that had to be killed. The harem was locked from the outside just like the door at the back of the elite barracks. I figured that as long as that door was locked the same way the other one was, I didn’t have to worry about being attacked from behind. I didn’t feel right killing the harem and I sure as hell didn’t want to kill babies, even if they weren’t real.

I left the door locked and searched out the boss mob. I had to be getting close. I kept my mana vision up, thinking I could keep it going until my mana hit half-mast. My mana was only down by about ten percent when Terra found the King of the Gnoblins.

Mana Sight +4

Exp +40 (4353/9113)

“I can pull the guards,” Terra told me through our link. “Kingipoo is eating.”

“Sure,” I agreed, backing up. “Pull them all the way to the barracks. I doubt the King will hear the fight that way.”

“Incoming,” she called, just as I was rounding the corner of the barracks. “There’s a bunch! More than I thought!”

I stood behind the door and let the mob of elite guards chase Terra into the barracks. I was casting my Summon Familiar even as I was slamming the door shut behind me.

Summon Witch’s Familiar +1

Exp +10 (4363/9113)

“Ouch!” Terra complained, licking at her back where something had nicked her. “That was too close!”

I cast a heal on Terra as I pulled the anvil out of my inventory and placed it against the door. They were beating on the door before I’d gotten off my poison spell. These guys had stronger weapons, but this time I remembered that I had a repair spell. I cast my poison as deeply as I could get it going and then let it do the work as I held the door closed. Then I cast my repair spell a dozen times at the door.

Strength +1

Heal +1

Poisoned Mana +3

Basic Repair +2

Woodworking +1

Exp +70 (4433/9113)

“My woodworking went up,” I told Terra, switching back to my poison spell.

“Maybe now that you’re a carpenter, your repair spell is considered a woodworking spell,” Terra suggested.

“Being a professional made that difference?” I mused, switching to mana sight to check to see how many of my foes had been affected by the poison spell. It had gotten all but the very last stragglers, who were only now turning away from the bed they had demolished looking for Terra.

Strength +1

“Why not?” Terra licked at the fur where I’d healed her.

“Then maybe that’s why I can’t use it on the rusty daggers,” I thought out loud. I cycled back to my repair spell so that the door would withstand the continued punishment of their very sharp weapons.

“Sure,” Terra pretended to be interested, but I knew she wasn’t. I just wanted conversation to keep me from thinking thoughts I shouldn’t think.

“I’d have to get someone to buy a dagger from me to get a blacksmith profession.” I cast my poison so that it overtook the gnoblin elite guards just now pushing against the backs of their fellows. “I wonder if I could reverse the repair spell.”

Poisoned Mana +1

Exp +10 (4443/9113)

“What for?” Terra stopped her cleaning to perk her ears up at me.

“Then I could make their weapons dull,” I reasoned. I repaired the door again, but I couldn’t figure out how to experiment with my repair spell in the current situation. I also didn’t know how I was going to get someone to buy a dagger before we left the dungeon.

“Maybe I could get the King to buy a sharpened dagger,” I mused, casting poison again. It was a lot like twisting songs as a bard while kiting Hill Giants.

Terra looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. At least that’s what it felt like. Dungeon crawling was starting to feel like a grind. This set of boss guards didn’t seem any harder than the last set. They hadn’t added healers or mystics or any ranged attackers with the higher levels. Nothing had gotten harder except the health and damage. Again, just a lazy way to build a dungeon. Again, I shut down that line of thinking. I’d do better, but I couldn’t think that.

Kill notices came in and pushed me up to level nine. I was almost at level with Beau now, unless he’d found a way to get another level in the few hours I’d been gone. He hadn’t the first time I’d gone barreling into the woods, so I doubted he had this time either. Right now, he was singing in my home tavern and thinking I was just out gathering herbs like his little hearth witch wife.

I didn’t go back to the King right away. Instead, I went back to the crafting area and worked very hard to sharpen some daggers. To say that I was going a little crazy was like saying I missed my daughter. It’s just something that goes unsaid and unthought, but you know it. I knew I could beat Beau tonight, but I needed time to bulk up for the next fight. I was beginning to think that I did not want to bring my daughter here at all. No matter how many times my mind went through the first fight in Siff, I just couldn’t see how to escape her death. I wasn’t bulking up for that fight. I was almost positive I couldn’t win it.

I’d gone a little crazy when Kat died. I’d taken out the entire Assassin’s Guild. In doing so, I’d bulked up like I was doing in this dungeon. I’d crawled around in the sewers for days, tear tracks on my face the only place on my body clean of the muck that built up on me down there. I’d killed them all. I’d sat and wept and when they sent more people to kill me, I killed them too. It’s how I knew this time that I wanted to do dungeons earlier than Siff. I could only dare to think these thoughts as I took a break to do something so boring that the Nemesis Engine would skip over it. The Nemesis Engine wasn’t my enemy. Its creator was. And that creator would only read what the engine typed out onto paper and that was only the interesting bits. I sharpened another dagger on the small grinding wheel in the gnoblin crafting area, deciding that I needed to barter for something other than a cottage in the woods. Terra napped quietly in a nearby tent that was far enough away to avoid the sparks the grinding set off.

Skill Learned: Blacksmithing (congratulations, you can now sharpen your kitchen knives)

Exp +20 (2104/13669)

Terra and I didn’t even dare to speak of it, any of it. Our conversations were automatically kept on record, even mental ones. All I could do was grind away and pretend that my mind was too tired to think. It was, but the loopy surface thoughts were a thin veneer as my mind plotted. I knew that once I defeated Beau, my true nemesis would put a microscope on everything I did. He was pissed. I could know that but what could a person do when the self-made god of the world you lived in was determined to punish you for daring to survive? All I could do was try to figure out how to keep my loved ones out of it until I had more control and more options.

When I confronted the Queen, he was still eating. Terra had said it was a King, but I disagreed. The towering crown that sparkled on that doggy head made me think tiara, not crown and if that was a kilt, it was cut like a ballgown. Yeah, I needed to sleep soon. He didn’t look anything like a queen or even a Queen but all that fur looked like a Fashion Police faux pas from hell. I was getting truly loopy.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 700/700)

“Oh, mighty King of the Gnoblins,” I announced, striding into the room like I was walking into my mom’s living room with a Hoover for sale. “Have I got a deal for you!”

The Gnoblin King dropped the turkey drumstick in his left hand and growled at me. He stood to his feet, towering two feet taller than me, his bristling tail probably longer than three Terras. He had the darkly green tinge of the rest of the gnoblins only it was mottled like jungle camouflage. His bushy brown ruff stuck straight up like a set of porcupine quills. Just his werewolf-sized mouth held enough daggerlike teeth to make a normal person take a beware of dog sign much more seriously.

“Wait!” I held up a placating hand with a silver coin in it. Luckily, I wasn’t normal.

“Your charm is way too low for this,” Terra complained, staying at the door.

“My beauty might be low enough to look good to the likes of him,” I argued in a split second before I replied to the King. “I will pay you a silver if you will buy a dagger from me for a copper.”

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (2114/13669)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 684/700) – condition Poisoned (-16 health/5 seconds)

“That can’t work,” Terra scoffed at me. I was just glad to get the skill boost.

“Here,” I flipped the silver coin to the King, who just growled greenly and batted the coin out of the air with a huge paw. Huge brown and black mottled arms shoved the table out of the way. Black lips pulled back from teeth that suddenly looked even bigger. A smart person would have soiled their briefs and run for the zone line.

I belied my intelligence and took out one of my sharpened daggers, laying it flat on my palms. The King responded by drawing his huge axe from a strap across his hunched back.

“Wait!” I called out, laying the dagger over both my hands. “Yours!”

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 668/700) – condition Poisoned (-16 health/5 seconds)

I ducked my head in a submissive way, hoping all those episodes of Dog Whisperer weren’t total baloney. The green canine head cocked to the side with a grunt. I took it as a good sign and went for it. My poison cloud had already surrounded him, but he hadn’t noticed the feel of it yet.

Charm +1

“For one copper,” I inched forward holding up one copper in one hand while holding out the dagger on the palm of my other hand.

“This is silly,” Terra commented. “Just kill the stupid thing.”

“I want the extra level,” I hissed at her in my mind, like I had to be quiet in my mind so the King wouldn’t hear me.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 652/700) – condition Poisoned (-16 health/5 seconds)

“You give me a copper and I’ll give you the dagger,” I offered the King again, pitching my voice low and coaxing. I pulled out two more sharp daggers and splayed them out in my hands. “In fact, I’ll throw in two extra daggers for the same price. One tiny little copper for three pretty knives to kill me with.”

Those doggy eyes glinted with greed. He grunted at me, though I hadn’t a clue what it could mean. I saw him reach for a pocket and held my breath as he pulled out a copper. He did somehow understand me. It might have worked. It had been worth a try at least. His ears perked forward and then flattened back as he gave a deep cough. To be fair, the poison had taken him down over sixty points before he’d felt it.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 636/700) – condition Poisoned (-16 health/5 seconds)

“Looks like you need a new cook,” I tried to salvage the situation, but the King wasn’t as stupid as his guards. “Just one copper?” I wheedled, tossing the daggers at his feet, and trying to look harmless.

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (2124/13669)

He wasn’t buying it anymore. His gaze slid past me to land on Terra. Oh, yeah. He’d sent them all out to catch her for dessert. I could see it was occurring to him that if they hadn’t come back with a dead cat, that me and that cat must have done something to his guards.

“Just one copper,” I put both my hands up in surrender and backed away slowly.

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (2134/13669)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 620/700) – condition Poisoned (-16 health/5 seconds)

The King threw the copper at the floor and gave a mighty roar that should have called his whole army against me. My eyes followed the copper. Would it count? I saw the coin skitter to the side and into a pool of spilled wine.

I cast a glance back at the big guy who was still posturing. He held the axe over his head and roared so fiercely that I could feel and smell his breath from several feet away. I felt an urge to charge toward the King, but it was easily resisted. Instead, I stubbornly dove for the fallen copper.

Profession Earned: Blacksmith 

“Ah ha!” I cried out triumphantly, laughing as both my mana and health surged up by a level’s worth of points. Woohoo! Another sixty health!

“Told you it wasn’t worth it,” Terra told me from her safe little spot in the corner.

“It will be,” I insisted, not sure I believed it.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 610/700) – condition Poisoned (-10 health/5 seconds)

When I turned back around, my eyes widened. The beast had been halfway across the room before I’d picked up the coin, but he was about to split me in half with that axe when I turned around. Thing is, with weapons that big, they’re slow and they don’t change direction quickly. With a new rush of adrenaline, I dodged as the axe sent up sparks against the stone floor where I’d just stood. What I hadn’t figured on was that the King backhanded me with one hand as he wrenched the axe out of the stone with his other.

Health -48 (1272/1320)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 602/700) – condition Poisoned (-8 health/5 seconds)

Okay, maybe things had been a little too easy thus far. I hadn’t taken him seriously, but the King was shrugging off my poison already and it had only taken out about one hundred points of his health. I cast two snaps of Flare at him, taking him down another thirty health. I backpedaled to give myself some room. It wasn’t my usual method of getting up underneath a weapon that big, but when his backhand could pop off a bigger chunk of my health than any of the guards had been able to do, I thought maybe dancing out of reach might be better.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 568/700) – condition Poisoned (-4 health/5 seconds)

I didn’t pull a weapon right away. So far, my Flares had set his fur on fire so that the room smelled of burned hair. My poison cloud was sitting back at the throne, so I dodged back toward the mess of food and almost slipped on it as I cast another couple of Flares. I tumbled under a massive sweep of the axe and then leaned back out of the way of that backhand he’d done before, only to find he was ambidextrous. He hit me with another of those backhands.

Health -52 (1220/1320)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 538/700)

It wasn’t that I couldn’t withstand more of his backhands than he could my double-barreled flares. It was that it hurt to get smacked around like a dog-toy. The next time he swung that axe, I dove through his wide stance and made a grab for his tail, casting Flares at his unsinged backside. He couldn’t hit me with that tail for as much damage as his axe, right?

Health -20 (1200/1320)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 508/700) 

Flare +1

Exp +10 (2144/13669)

Wrong. His tail swished, sweeping the floor with me as I held on, casting more Flares between his shoulder blades. I let go of the tail and let it fling me far enough away to dodge the next strike. I needn’t have ducked. The wretched thing was too busy laughing at my antics to swing this time. If you’ve never seen a dog laugh, you should watch more internet videos. I took the chance to recast my poison with both hands and then draw a couple of daggers.

Health -20 (1180/1320)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 492/700) – condition Poisoned (-16 health/5 seconds)

Poisoned Mana +1

Exp +10 (2154/13669)

Now that adrenaline had surged some energy into my mind as well as my extremities, I was ready to try that move again. And I was pretty sure that the poison had just gone up a tier. I let him swing twice before I saw my move and dove between his legs again, sending both daggers up into femoral arteries on both legs. Instead of grabbing the tail, I dodged it and slid back up to my feet, thanking my dexterity.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 456/700) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-36 health/5 seconds)

That was more like it. I tossed my daggers and double-snapped my Flares as he lunged back toward me right through the poison cloud, I’d left there for him. This time the new tier took effect. I almost didn’t duck fast enough as he just let the axe’s momentum carry it all the way around to catch the edge of my new leather shoulder pads. Even that light slice was enough to open up a reasonable gash on my shoulder underneath.

Health -64 (1116/1320) – condition Bleeding (-10 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 374/700) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-52 health/5 seconds)

Okay, no more gymnastics. It was time to play the dink game. At thirty damage per round on my Flares plus a little poison here and there, I just had to survive the attrition. I dodged another axe swing and blocked the secondary backhand, only to find a dagger in that backhand that time. Was that the dagger I’d sold him?

Health -87 (1029/1320) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 322/700) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-52 health/5 seconds)

Flare +1

Exp +10 (2164/13669)

Yep, I was bleeding, but he was bleeding worse. If he’d been a human being, he’d be staggering from having lost half his blood by this point, but this was not the real world. I danced, deciding I’d stay out of his way instead of trying to do more damage. All I really had to do was let him die, right?

Health -20 (1009/1320) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 270/700) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-52 health/5 seconds)

Two rounds of dancing out of his reach later I thought I had him as he set his axe on one massive shoulder and used the other hand to pull out a potion that looked familiar.

Health -20 (989/1320) – condition Bleeding (-20 health/5 seconds)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 166/700) – condition Poisoned and Bleeding (-52 health/5 seconds)

“Oh, no you don’t,” I cursed out, casting Flare at the small bottle. I hit his fist instead of the bottle and groaned as his health rocketed back up. That was a high-level potion, but then it was good to be King. I cast a few Heals to get my wounds to close up and stop bleeding as he stood there and laughed at the ire on my face. His face mirrored mine as he noticed my wounds closing up, if only slightly.

Health +12 (1001/1320)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 523/700)

He gave another roar and this time I didn’t resist charging him back. I pulled out two daggers at the halfway point and he swung low to block what he assumed my next move would be. Instead of going down, I went up, leaping up toward his snarling mouth. What was I thinking? I was tired. Give me a break. I didn’t manage to gouge an eye, but I did lop off a big green ear, complete with a lovely selection of gold hoops. I tried to grab onto his head and spin myself onto his back, but as he threw back his head to howl in pain, he smacked his skull into my forehead, spilling me to the floor in a heap near his swishing tail.

Health -19 (982/1320)

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 471/700)

Identify +1

Exp +10 (2174/13669)

If he’d noticed me at his feet, he’d have killed me then and there, but there was a moment when he looked around unaware of where I’d gotten off to. I took that moment to slice deeply into hamstrings on both sides. Then I rolled out of there and to my feet just in time to dodge a dagger-wielding backhand.

Gnoblin King – Level 15 Boss (Health 429/700) – condition Poisoned, Bleeding and Immobilized (-42 health/5 seconds)

Dodge +1

Exp +10 (2184/13669)

He was bleeding again and swinging already, so I focused on dodge and cast poison followed by snapped out Flares. He hadn’t realized that he couldn’t take the next step. His feet no longer held him up, but he only sprawled in confusion for one round before he redoubled his efforts to get at me. He dropped the axe and scampered toward me using front claws that did more damage to the floor than they could do to me as I just easily danced out of his reach.

He paused to draw another of those potions out, but I took the claws to my thigh to smack it right out of his hand. That and the resulting bite he gave me were both worth it to make sure he couldn’t heal this damage. I kept casting Poison and Flare as he roared defiance and for reinforcements that were never coming. When he finally died in a heap, I collapsed against the wall near the door and just stared as his health ticked out.

All I could think was a very old line from a very old movie. “You have no power over me.”

You have killed The Gnoblin King – Exp +1400 (3584/13669)

You have killed the boss of Darkburrow. There are still monsters left to kill but they are locked away. Do you wish to exit the dungeon? (Y/N)

I chose no. I had stuff to do first. Like sleep. I cast Heal almost automatically until it just stopped working. Oh, yeah. Because I was full health. There was no way I was stumbling out of a perfectly safe dungeon to run into the beasts of the woods, or worse, Beau in my current state. I’d still kill him, but it wouldn’t be half as fun as getting a good night’s sleep first. I looted the body of the King and found keys that I’d use tomorrow. There was a bunch of other stuff that I just tossed in my inventory but I was done for the night.

I don’t know how I staggered off to find the King’s bed, but I didn’t move again until I’d slept my fill. Terra curled up next to me as I passed out. It didn’t occur to me until morning that the dungeon could have had a respawn timer. It didn’t or I might not be alive to tell the tale.

            

    
        Ch 33 - What I Couldn't Say

    
    
    
    
                So, here we are again. Hey. Um. Sorry for my last breakdown. I was sitting here writing and realized I haven’t had the nerve to say anything for a bit. It’s just. I did it. I turned back time to save my daughter. I didn’t think it would work, if you want to know the truth. And then when it happened, I thought for sure that I’d screw it up. Obviously, I didn’t, or I wouldn’t be the one on the other end of the pen right now.

See, I got there, and I changed it all. I ripped the engine apart and reset hundreds of variables. I was just so mad. I’m not saying that I’ve gotten perspective yet. There’s this thing that happens when you live through a trauma, even after you’re supposedly safe from that trauma. I was in that safe spot that didn’t dare believe it was safe.

He was watching my thoughts, and he was in my head. There’s a violation that happens there. Not only had he killed a dozen people by shoving them into a machine that wrote stories for him, but he’d also sit there in his little house and judge us by how well we wrote out our own stories. And why? Because he couldn’t come up with the words himself.

I don’t want to get up on some high horse and say that he was a purely evil person. Ugh. Yes, I do. Wouldn’t you? Ah, come on, I mean who does that? I told myself I wouldn’t rant about him. It’s just, I’m reading myself writing and I wonder what you’re thinking of me. It matters. I guess it shouldn’t, but it does. And not just because my mana stores are determined by followers, views, comments, and reviews.

You matter is what I’m saying. At least, you do to me. There are a few readers nowadays that are dropping off, but you stuck with me. They read the stuff about my daughter dying and I guess it just got too real for them. Some folks stopped reading when I lost my mind or when I got all mean in my period of grief and I was like, fine, whatever. The review wasn’t so bad. At least I was brilliant along with the bleh. I was upset but then I saw that you, you were still reading. And stuff was okay, you know? The rest was all the little stuff I could write through.

I wish I could ask you why. I wish I could look into your head and see what you want me to tell you next. That I could know how to make sure you came back tomorrow. Then I think, wow, I’m just like him. Here I was just now saying that it was an intrusion that Fizzbarren was watching my thoughts and I’m wishing that I could see yours. I don’t mean it in the way he did. I don’t want to see into everyone’s thoughts, just yours. Not in the intrusive kind of way that he did, but in that way that a friend really wants to get to know you.

This is stupid. You don’t even think I’m talking about you. I’m having a War of the Worlds moment only in reverse. It’s like I’m standing in front of an audience, albeit a tiny one, and talking to one person. I just know that the person I’m talking to will think I’m talking about someone else and the person I’m not talking to will think it’s them. That’s life for you, right? Yeah, you know what I mean. Now I’ve gone from War of the Worlds to You’re So Vain.

Anyway, I should get back to the reason for this interlude. I was sitting in that dungeon, and I was trying really hard not to think things that the Nemesis Engine would then write into pages for Fizzbarren, because if Fizzbarren ever learned that I’d figured out how to manipulate time, he could do worse than I’ve done. Even more tragic would be how he’d reverse my changes to the Nemesis Engine. On the one hand, I don’t want to spoil any surprises or twists you might need to keep you reading, but on the other hand, I don’t want you to think I’m not invested emotionally anymore.

I think it might have been easier to write before this silly Quill started putting my thoughts on paper. I miss the feel of a keyboard on my lap, music blaring in my headphones, cat playing with my cords, dog slurping at some portion of her body, and family playing video games in the background. Now I walk around doing the vacuuming or doing the dishes as this quill goes darting around my head. I’m sitting here folding laundry right now. Does that surprise you? We forget that there are real people behind the screen, huh?

It makes me wonder what you’re doing. I hope you don’t think that’s creepy. I try to think of all the places I read, that is when I have the chance to read nowadays with all the writing and running a family and an alternate universe. Are you sitting in bed? Maybe you’re on a bus, or blowing off time on work breaks. If you’re in the bath, I promise I’m not watching. That really would be creepy. The quill has just reminded me of boundaries so I’m going to shut up about that. I’m surprised it didn’t just delete it.

Another reason that I wanted to butt in here was that I’m going to fast forward through a whole day of probably very boring skills, stats, and professional training. I could have made it all fun and cute by going over a few of the conversations between Terra and myself about gnoblin hygiene and how many cleans it took to get the dog smell out of our hair. Speaking of gnoblins, that was not my idea. The creatures in the world were a simple cheating of smashing two regular creatures together to make up something Fizzbarren thought would be new enough.

That was part of the problem with Fizzbarren. He had a disdain for his audience. It was evident in how he took so many short cuts on the world building. It made so many things cliché. He fed a list of animals and mythical creatures into the engine and then made a table that squished the traits of two creatures together. He didn’t even bother to rename them himself. He took one name to the first vowel and the second after that and that was only when he didn’t just name them one or the other. I think his most clever creature was probably the fire lizards that laid chicken eggs that we could eat. That was just my favorite, but it was still evidence of yet another set of short cuts.

I have to say that I like AI as both villain and hero in my fiction, but as for it writing the fiction, that’s where I just don’t get it. It’s like saying, “Gee, I have a thought, now go write it for me.” All an AI can do is take what already exists and manipulate that with a table of words. It’s a sophisticated version of Mad Libs. This quill that is writing down this story and playing at being my editor is as far as I’m willing to go for that sort of thing and it’s more of a voice recorder, especially since I deleted all the writing algorithms of the Nemesis Engine. Then again, I’m getting ahead of myself again. It’s just that, as a writer, if I ever get to the point where I need a machine to make a story, I’ll stop writing first. I’d go mad trying to correct its autocorrect on my ideas!

Pontification +10

Yes, I hear you, quill. Imagine me rolling my eyes right now. Be good or I’ll wake Terra and the kittens up to chase you again. It’s better than laser pointers. Don’t worry, I made it so that quill’s feather regenerates very quickly. The kittens are entranced with a fluffy feather thing that can be defrocked over and over again. It helps that it doesn’t hurt the quill at all either.

Superiority +10

See what I have to put up with? I’m joking. I’ve almost gotten used to it. These stats are what the Quill considers jokes. It’s fair though, considering that it is the only way it communicates. I’m trying to fix that, but for now…

Compassion +2

I spent the day in that dungeon doing crafts, collecting treasure, and practicing to get my stats and skills up. I also spent the time thinking because I was sure that Fizzbarren wouldn’t be watching me do something so mundane. I went through a hundred scenarios in my head of how to bring Kat into the world and keep her safe. I went through another hundred scenarios about bringing my psychotic husband to me first or even my best friend Cliff. The fact that I’d gone back into Fizzbarren’s madhouse world, under his thumb and vulnerable to his whims, was evidence of how crazy I was willing to get to save my kid. If I didn’t play it right, Fizzbarren could tuck me away on a shelf and the whole world could forget me and everything I had accomplished.

I also didn’t know if I could replay the scenario a second time. I was sitting there stitching up a leather outfit for my girl when I realized that my story could be so awful that I’d lose all my readers and never have the mana or power to do another time loop. The machine feeds me mana in the real world, Fizzbarren’s mana, to be precise, but only when enough people read my books. I had just enough old books on Amazon and even Frank’s book that I’d ghost-written, that I had a bit of a head start. This story being posted serially on Royal Road was my primary source of power. When I cast the first time loop there were barely enough followers and page views to take me back before Kat’s death. If I poked my head up out of the end of this, there was no guarantee that I’d have that again. Death might have put me back at the beginning of the loop again, since that’s generally how the genre works, but I couldn’t help but think that it would be just my luck to have that backfire badly. If Fizzbarren had shelved my story, I’d have tried the death thing.

What all my thinking came up with was that I’d bring over my husband first, but only if I couldn’t talk Sammi into my main plan. It was best to go it alone. In my house at home, my family is my greatest strength, but in this story, they were leverage that Fizzbarren could use against me. Cliff and my husband would both have been assets, but they were also all that Kat had at home and I just didn’t know how long I’d been gone out of their lives or if the time loop had looped for them or not. The final determination came from my current levels.

Anything that I went up against would be at or near my level and anyone I brought over would be more than ten levels behind that. Just the level difference was enough to make it so that I’d have to keep them out of the way. Would my husband have the patience to take on a dozen trade skills, juggle up all these stats, constantly cast spells, and do it all while travelling toward my next nemesis? The only reason my husband wasn’t a serial killer was that he was essentially unmotivated. He’d do anything for me and our daughter, but he had the drive of a cat. Naps were more important than stats. Okay, honestly, I imagined him with me just once without those rose-tinted glasses I wore when it came to family. All I could see was frustratingly telling him to practice his spells instead of sleeping on the coach while I was desperately trying to find a spell that cured motion sickness for myself.

The story picks up when I exit the dungeon for the second time. Of course, I went back in and reran the elite guards! That was three levels in four hours, more like ten hours once you figured in that really good sleep I got on the King’s bed. Are you nuts? I only got two levels the second time. I took a little nap and then jumped out of dungeon, thinking I’d run it one more time before heading back to the tavern to face Beau. I misjudged the timing and I’d assumed Beau would do the same thing he had before. I was wrong. That happens a lot. That’s okay. Some surprises are good.

This is where I’d progressed to before Beau so rudely interrupted my perfectly delightful grinding. In retrospect, I’m guessing that Fizzbarren gave Beau a little push when I managed to outlevel the bard. By a lot.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish 

Level: 12 (13574/30755)

Profession: Cook (Level 5: 1250/1800), Blacksmith (Level 3: 50/800), Singer (Level 3: 70/800), Storyteller (Level 3: 20/800), Carpenter (Level 2: 120/500), Seamstress (Level 1: 150/300)

Health: 2175/2175

Mana: 2233/2233

Intelligence: 36

Will: 41

Strength: 40 (my, what a big hammer you have!)

Constitution: 35 (gnoblin stew does a constitution good!)

Charm: 22 (still a little rrrough around the edges with those dogs)

Beauty: 16 (all those cleans + a new set of black leather armor does wonders for a girls’ figure)

Perception: 37 (if only you could perceive how much you smell like dog still)

Dexterity: 45 (juggling responsibilities doesn’t count)

Luck: 40 (if I just made up a number, would you notice?)

Skills: Blacksmithing (45), Knife Fighting (42), Dodge (40), Identify (38), Meditation (35), Leatherworking (33), Cooking (30), Dual Wielding (27), Multiple Foe Combat (26), Piercing (25), Storytelling (20), Bartering (19), Grapple (19), Singing (19), Alcohol Tolerance (18), Intimidation (15), Kick (15), Mana Manipulation (15), Woodworking (15), Comedy (14), Dancing (12), Sewing (12), Sneak (11), Unarmed Combat (11), Manic Charge (9), Barricade (7), Disarm (6), 

Spells: Poisoned Mana (55), Cleaner (52), Flare (51), Repair (42), Heal (39), Mana Vision (35), Buff (20), Casting Stone (16), Cure Poison (15), Freshen (14), Soft Breeze (14), Moisten (13), Lift Spirits (5), Summon Witch’s Familiar (5),

Recipes: Fruit Pie (9), Sharp Dagger (9), Leather Boots (8), Stew (8), Leather Tunic (6), Sourdough Bread (6), Leather Bracers (5), Leather Pants (5), Chili (3), Cornbread (3), Meat Pie (3), Porridge (3), Buffalo Sauce (2), Chicken Coop (2), Cobbler (2), Gnoblin Stew (2), Leather Thong (2), Mint Sauce (2).

That’s a HAIR thong to hold back my hair, you perverts. Thong? You had to call it a thong? I don’t care if that’s what it’s called. It could have been barrette, or hair holder. It didn’t have to be thong. I’m going to have to level that up just to get a name change on it. What do you mean recipes don’t change names? Dammit Quill!!

            

    
        Ch 34 - Beau Will, Beau Will, Rock You

    
    
    
    
                “Karma?” came the old familiar voice of someone I thought would take longer to find me.

I’d had a nap, told stories to the baby gnoblins, and was headed out to head back in when I was rudely interrupted by reality that wasn’t reality but was. I gave a great heavy sigh and turned to the deep voice.

“That’s me,” I held up my hand like I’d been called for attendance in class, but it was really to cast my buff spell and turn on my mana sight vision.

Beau gave a deep chuckle, and his little circle of cronies echoed him like the mindless NPCs they were. It had gotten dark again, so I was thinking he’d waited for me in the tavern only until it looked like I wasn’t coming back. I wasn’t, so that was fair. I’d been planning to do one more cycle of this lovely dungeon and head back over to the one I’d seen first. I could feel the buzz of the zone line and wondered if I could just go back in anyway. Not because I wasn’t ready for Beau but because I was curious about how it worked.

“You got some quick levels,” Beau commented, his lack of concern insulting in ways he didn’t even realize. Beau was surrounded by most of the tavern’s patrons. I was cast back to our past when he’d done campouts that were very thinly disguised orgies. There they were, Mabel, Marlo, Chester and Lily, and a dozen adventurers all gathered around a campfire where Beau held court, strumming on his lute. Mabel had a few kegs tapped and a long table to line up the mugs on. And there was that damn overturned hat of Beau’s at his feet, the one with a half dozen feathers and more coins than he deserved.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 320/320) (Mana 280/280)

“We could group up and go in there and get you a few levels too,” I suggested, leaning my back against zone line. I’d forgotten how low his health and mana had been and were, still.

Darkburrow: Gnoblins Dungeon

Levels 5-15 

Recommended group size 3-4

You qualify for this dungeon but do not have a group. Do you wish to override group recommendation? (Y/N)

“We’re going to have to do this eventually,” he chided me, and all I could think was that he could not have identify or he’d be shaking in his boots. I don’t know how he knew what level I was, but he wasn’t running away so there was just no way he’d looked at my health and mana levels. I had almost ten times his health and mana. It was absurd, really. Maybe he’d thought it was a glitch.

“Huh,” I said, crossing my arms and narrowing my eyes as I ran my gaze over the adventurers around him. They were all kicked back and having fun, but I identified them and realized that maybe he wasn’t an idiot. “Probably right about that.”

Shawn, the Fighter – Level 7 (Health 171/171) (Mana 76/76)

Chuck, the Paladin – Level 9 (Health 290/290) (Mana 200/200)

Rita, the Cleric – Level 4 (Health 90/90) (Mana 80/80)

Steve, the Fighter – Level 10 (Health 342/342) (Mana 112/112)

Matt, the Monk – Level 6 (Health 138/138) (Mana 104/104)

Jerry, the Cleric – Level 11 (Health 411/411) (Mana 409/409)

Tom, the Barbarian – Level 8 (Health 387/387) (Mana 105/105)

Veronica, the Druid – Level 9 (Health 306/306) (Mana 281/281)

Sham, the Idiot… 

Yes, it was a list of NPC characters and Quill probably remembers them all with all their details, but it was mostly irrelevant. Together their health and mana were almost twice mine. Then again, were they my enemies? The elite guards were tougher as a whole, but I’d had a door to barricade. The cave opening wasn’t even really a choke point.

Beau launched into a song that increased all their health and gave me a very pretty smile. I had to admit he looked good. He was in his prime as a pretty buff version of the sixteen-year-old band nerd I’d fallen for the first time. His eyes were liquid puddles of diarrhea that a girl could totally sink into if she was into sewer dives, and it looked like Rita was that kind of girl. Poofy sleeves and tight leather trousers that hugged one tight derriere. It would have to be tight or all that liquid bullshit his charming presence exuded would hit the floor and get Rita all squirmy in her seat. Upturned stumps of trees that could have been knocked down with Beau’s charisma or Tom’s bulging biceps were being used as chairs and tables.

It was like being transported back in time. Oh, wait. This time I wasn’t shaking in my peasant garb. This time I was nodding my head full of wavy auburn hair that was being held in a sexy little messy bun by a thong. A hair thong. I’d cocked my leather clad hip to the side, crossed my ankles, and wet my pouty lips like Olivia Newton John in Grease. The twinkle in my eyes gave me the satisfaction of seeing his arrogance slip just a tad. It was enough. I was good with that. Now I could defeat him. I’d already gotten the defeat I wanted out of him, but the system needed something more.

The song ended and coins hit the hat. I batted empty eyes at him as he sidled up to where I stood still against the zone. He moved with a grace he hadn’t had in a very long time.

“How do you want to do this?” Beau leaned against the cave entrance, looking down at me with sultry eyelashes worthy of a drag queen.

“Do what?” I gave him an innocent look up through my eyelashes as if I was an anime chick.

“I’m your nemesis,” he leaned down to whisper it in my ear.

“You are?” I gasped dramatically. “I’m surely completely doomed if a big bard like you is the one I’d have to defeat to win this quest.”

“Karma’s a good name for you,” he pursed his lips to hold back the smile as he whispered to me. He leaned his head down toward me as if we were flirting. “Feeling bitchy?”

“I’m feeling something right now,” I replied breathily, when what I really wanted to do was knee him in the nuts.

“I could make you feel something,” he promised.

“Really?” I lowered my lashes, turning my head away.

“We could give up on this quest business and just find a nice room back at the inn,” he breathed into my ear.

“Does no still mean no in this world?” I asked, finally flaring my eyes with a dare. “Or did that level of morality go out of style like your outfit in the seventies?”

It was a silly old thing, and I didn’t even care about it. It was a joke to me. Beau had a firm rule at all his campouts. No meant no. If a person said no, it meant no more. It applied to everyone but Beau, unless you didn’t count the persistent flirtations that followed any no directed at him. I don’t even think he knew he didn’t live by his own rules.

“When did it ever mean no to you?” He leaned back with a smile that had a little more teeth this time. “If I remember right, you like a bad boy.”

“And you were never bad enough,” I shook my head and levered myself up off the zone wall to turn my back on him. I was ready to commit to the inevitable fight. I took a step toward the makeshift bar.

“Maybe I am now,” he called to me, but I shook my head some more.

“If you were,” I half-turned to reply, “I’d feel it.” I held a clenched hand over my stomach and turned the rest of the way to walk backward toward the bar. “Here. Deep. Solid.”

Skill Learned: Flirting

“Really?” he wasn’t ready to let it go, but he was still smiling.

“Oh yeah, baby,” I bit my lip and turned back to Mabel. I raised a gold coin over my head and called out, “A round of ales on me for everyone, including the very desperate bard over there.”

I knew and he knew that we’d each moved on. This time I wasn’t the mouse and he wasn’t the milksop. I wasn’t trying to figure everything out. He thought he had the upper hand. In a game of seduction, maybe he did. If he was ever going to do it for me it would have been in those pants, with those biceps, singing our old song. He was better at seduction, but I was better at flirting.

If you want a married man to leave you alone, flirt him to death and then mention his wife. If you want a boyfriend to leave you, flirt with the ex. If you want an ex to writhe with remorse, flirt and leave. I’d learned how to flirt in order to get guys to back off. I didn’t do it to get a free drink or dinner. I did it to let them go easy, with a smile on their faces. Who hates a tease? Everyone. And when all you do is flirt, you’re a tease. When you’re the tease, it’s easier to make you the bad guy instead of them and that made leaving easier. I was easy to love and hard to keep.

“Come on, Rita,” I held up the first mug of ale to her. “Take this over to the bard and help heal that bruised ego.”

“Nothing bruised on me, baby,” Beau countered, holding out his arms. “I’m good, but I’ll take the ale.”

I knew he would. It was poisoned. I didn’t need the ale to do it, but I was going for the artistic touch. Rita handed him the mug and nearly melted into his sultry thanks as he laid one arm around her and took the ale in the other. That worked better than I’d anticipated. He couldn’t sing with his hands full, and Rita was more than willing to fill the bard’s hands with ample assets. Marlo had better, but he did only have two hands.

“Any requests?” he asked me, like we weren’t in a battle.

“Karma’s a singer too,” one of my ever-so-helpful adventurer buddies put in. “Maybe you could do a duet?”

“Nope,” I shut it down so quickly that I saw several frowns of whiplash. “He’s the bard. I’m just a cook who tells a story now and then when the pros aren’t around.”

“Not even – “ Beau started with a low taunt, lifting his mug in a challenge.

“Nope,” I shook my head slowly and took the next mug. “Not a chance. Still no. And no again… how’s that no means no thing for you now, Beau?” I raised my mug in a silent toast and tipped it back, knowing he would never resist the challenge.

Beau gave me a grin as if to say, it’s on. Wasn’t that cute? He thought I was toasting the beginning of our duel. He put the ale to his lips and matched the angle of my own cup as we both tipped our heads all the way back. My head was far enough back that he couldn’t see the roll of my eyes.

“You’re right, I do have a request,” I snapped my fingers like I’d just come up with a song. “How about Queen? We could make it a duel kind of thing, you think?”

“What did you have in mind?” Beau asked, pulling away from Rita.

“You guys remember this one, right?” I asked the adventurers with a thump-thump-clap. “You want to hear a real bard sing it, right?”

Faces lit up like it was Christmas.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 288/320) (Mana 270/280) – Poisoned (-32 health/5 seconds)

“You taught them We Will Rock You by Queen?” Beau asked, suspicion dawning.

“Sure did,” I winked at him, casting a Lift Spirits on him so he wouldn’t feel the poison yet. “I’ll bet this whole quest that you can’t get to the end of the song without missing a note.”

“You’re on,” he strode to center stage at the campfire to the thump-thump-clap of everyone.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 256/320) (Mana 260/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

The first time we’d done this, my little poison would have taken forty rounds to take Beau from full health to zero. Now it would take less than ten. Ten times five is fifty seconds. That song was two minutes long and my spell was already a good chunk into his health before he strummed the first note.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 224/320) (Mana 250/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

I thump-thumped the bar and clapped over my head, really getting them going for him. Sure, I was overdoing it, but it did have to be epic. I was going to play it up. Beau cocked his head to the side and gave me a quick suspicious glance, but the rest of him was all smiles for the audience.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 192/320) (Mana 240/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

He was into his first line when I saw the first cramp hit him. I’ll give it to him, he was a trooper. He wove that healing song into it and kept going. I did a little quick math, and I was still good even with that heal spell in there.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 167/320) (Mana 230/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

I felt him try to speed up the pace but since the patrons and I were keeping time with our thump-thump-clap, he couldn’t really move the beat. Our beat was stronger than his melodic lute strings, no matter how strong his voice.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 142/320) (Mana 220/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

By the time we were kicking our cans all over the place, sweat had popped out on his brow, and he’d lost half his health. We weren’t even at the first chorus. He’d need to concede or die before the end of the song.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 117/320) (Mana 210/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

I strolled over to stand behind him during the first chorus, really amping up the crowd to sing with him.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 92/320) (Mana 200/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

“Concede and I’ll cure and heal you,” I whispered into his ear only loud enough for him to hear. We weren’t even halfway through the song and my peeps out there knew it.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 67/320) (Mana 190/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

“You win,” he muttered, but I didn’t get a message, so I didn’t cure the poison. He had seconds to decide whether to live or die. If he wanted to play a game of chicken in the last ten seconds of his life, that was his prerogative. I wasn’t going to be the one to blink.

Beau, the Bard – Level 10 (Health 42/320) (Mana 180/280) – Poisoned but Cheerful (-32/5 seconds)

“I concede the duel and the quest!” Beau threw his lute to the ground in defeat before the poor man could get to pleading.

Nemesis Defeated

            

    
        Ch 35 - Checkpoint Saved...

    
    
    
    
                Checkpoint Saved…

“Let me buy you a drink,” I offered Beau, ignoring that very disturbing message that ricocheted through the rest of my mind.

“Your health and mana weren’t errors, were they?” Beau swung his head left and right.

“I read a lot of LitRPG,” I explained without explaining, handing him another cup of ale. Beau gave the mug a suspicious look. “It’s clean. I have no reason to harm you now.” Except annoyance and bygones. And a new button in the lower left corner of my vision.

“I wouldn’t say no reason.” He switched our drinks before taking a sip. Beau oozed flirtation like a black pudding oozed filth. Even his lightest banter was a teasing conversation that willed you to fall for his oodles of charm. I tried to focus on that charm instead of that new button. “The Nemesis Engine must have picked you for some reason.”

I pressed the purple elephant button. The world stuttered and swirled alarmingly. It was just a purple button. It didn’t have an elephant on it, but it did have two triangles pointing left and a line. I knew what it should mean.

“Let me buy you a drink,” I found myself saying. I couldn’t believe it really did mean that.

“Your health and mana weren’t errors, were they?” Beau swung his head left and right.

“No,” I answered, pressing the button again.

“Let me buy you a drink,” I was saying again. Neat. Um. I did my lines. He did his lines, and I pressed it again. Because I could. You would. You know you would. When we get to the end of this, you and me, I’m going to let you press that button. You’ll see. You’d have done it too.

“Your health and mana weren’t errors, were they?” I kicked Beau in the balls before he could say the next line and watched with delighted satisfaction as his eyes bulged. I let him swing at me but pushed the button right before the fist hit my cheek.

You call it a problem; I call a creative opportunity. I pushed the button a lot. It was so fun! I kissed him, ew. I kicked him, everywhere, but mostly in the balls. I killed him twice. That was therapeutic.

I gave a chuckle and took a drink of the ale. I had no more interest in Beau when I was done. I let the scene play out to see what came next. I killed Mabel and Marlo and every adventurer standing around there. Whenever it looked like I might be losing, I hit the button and restarted. I didn’t kill Chester or Lily, not even when they tried to defend their friends. You have to admit that it’s nice to know that I had some limits.

I cast poison on Beau just for fun and waited for him to feel it.

“What the hell?” He set the drink down, his charm slipping only slightly. Don’t worry. I pressed the button after all that carnage and everyone was right back where they started.

“It’s not the ale,” I told him, casting a backhanded Cure Poison. I followed up with a Lift Spirits. I had pressed the button enough that I felt like I had a good feel for how it worked.

Lift Spirits +1

“I’d invite you to run a dungeon with me, but I don’t think your build is ready for the one I’m going into next.” I drank my ale and stared at the campfire. The adventurers still lounged about as if they had nothing else to do with their virtual lives. I had a magical button, but did Fizzbarren know about it? Could he stop it? Would he remember reboots? Would anyone?

“I didn’t need a lot of health until you,” Beau was saying, and I nodded like I cared as he took another drink.

“Terra?” I asked in our minds. “Do you remember?”

“My stomach is sick,” Terra gave a dry hiss, but I ignored the sound. Yeah, she remembered.

Something lifted from my mind. It was fear. Fear is such a persistent companion that we often don’t know that we carry it, and we also don’t consider the weight. I sat, sipped ale, let Beau entertain, and I thought. For the first time in the longest time, I had a chance to think. It didn’t matter if Fizzbarren heard my thoughts, I could rewind to my checkpoint. If Fizzbarren hadn’t shown up yet, then he wasn’t going to. Just to test it, I thought crazy thoughts about him. Then I said crazy things. Then I did crazy things. I held my finger over that button and did alarmingly dangerous things until Fizzbarren showed up.

“You will tell me that to my face, you ungrateful swine!” Fizzbarren’s face bloomed with rage and mine bloomed with a beautiful smile. I hit the button, said my lines, and waited. I thought crazy thoughts, I did crazy things and I pissed him off again. I hit the button and put it all out of my mind as I said my lines again.

I was already thinking of my next set of fights. I was headed to that Eroomtsim dungeon and my mind was half there already. I cast Lift Spirits on every person out there at the campout. My head wasn’t here with Beau or our conversation because this time he didn’t have any information for me that I probably didn’t know more about than he did. I’d had half a mind to take a few of the higher levelled fighters with me just as cannon fodder, but that didn’t seem right either. Half of me cared but half of me didn’t. The first half won by a slim margin.

“I think I’ll play here long enough to get enough coins for the coaches before I head back to my wife.” Beau didn’t know that he wouldn’t make it back to his wife. He’d only make it to a shelf on Fizzbarren’s wall of failures. I let Beau entertain while my mind spun. I hit the rewind button several times just to have a little more time to think it through.

“That sounds almost wise,” I quipped unkindly when I was ready to move forward again. “Most unlike the Beau I knew.” I wasn’t buying the act of honorable husband. He hadn’t cared about my marriage to another man the last time he’d wanted me to meet him in the middle of the night and I didn’t think this leopard had changed his spots.

“I don’t know how you got all this way in three days, but I think maybe it makes me realize that home is exciting enough for me and mine.” I stared at him a moment too long for his comfort.

“I’m sure there are a dozen Marlos on the way to take the sting out of your defeat here today,” I patted his shoulder, having already dismissed him from my mind. I couldn’t do anything about that shelf now, but I’d take care of it eventually. I had my eyes on a prize that I was starting believe was not only possible but inevitable.

Beau had begun to speak again, but I was already walking over to Chester and Lily. I had treasure to sell, and while I wasn’t going to take Chester or Lily on any of my adventures, I knew I had to clear my inventory. I didn’t want to wait until morning, and I didn’t want to be alone.

“Hey Chester,” I called out to him, laying a friendly hand on his shoulder, “I know it’s late, but can we do a little business?”

Why didn’t I want to be alone? That’s easy. The moment I was alone, this happened…

“So, who do you want to bring from your world?” Sammi popped in over my shoulder as I swung a silver sword at a skeleton in the Eroomtsim dungeon.

Because while the reboots were helpful, therapeutic, and just plain cool, they didn’t get me the stats, levels, and skills I needed to defeat Fizzbarren. The further I got from the checkpoint, the more I had at stake, because this kind of stat and skill grinding was already boring enough without having to repeat them. The button had appeared at a checkpoint and that checkpoint was defeating a Nemesis. I wouldn’t defeat another one for a while.

“Now?” I complained, taking a step back and finishing the thing with a Blast spell. I’d stalled Sammi through four loops and this was as far as I’d been able to push the encounter back. It was enough. I was ready to move forward.

“You don’t seem busy,” Sammi said, stepping over the collapsed corpse. The upgrade to my Flare spell now did an amazing thirty damage from each snap and sixty from the double snap. This dungeon was all undead, but fire melted through the trash mobs like butter. I was really working on my sword skill. While I loved knife fighting, sword fighting was more impressive. I figured that if I could get it up, I’d have options for fights that didn’t really work in close combat… like skeletons and zombies and the other really gross mobs in the current dungeon. It was worth a little effort.

Skill Learned: Swordplay

Skill Learned: Slashing

“What about my being in the middle of a graveyard full of skeletons makes you think not-busy?” I popped my sword into my inventory and dodged behind Sammi to cast another couple of Blasts at another skeleton, the last one on the porch of the Victorian mansion that was pretending to be a castle.

“I could come back later,” Sammi tossed out the empty threat, hands on their hips. “If you don’t want your quest reward.” Sammi needed me to accept the quest. Fizzbarren would accept nothing less. I knew that.

“That would be great.” I pretended to focus on the skeleton instead of Sammi, calling their bluff.

“What?” It was nice to see Sammi taken aback. The fact that Sammi was acting this way made me believe that they didn’t remember. I’d asked Sammi outright in the last rewind. Fizzbarren had shown up and tried to kill us all.

“Busy,” I insisted, casting Lift Spirits, which did something like poison damage to these undead. I had given myself enough time to think and I knew what I wanted. I thought I knew Sammi enough to know how to get it.

“What?” Sammi repeated, completely uncaring about the skeleton that simply reached through him to smack me for twenty health.

“Busy trying not to die.” I dodged, realizing a little late that the skeletons didn’t see Sammi.

“You have over two thousand health points.” Sammi blocked my vision of the skeleton, but not their vision of me. This was not good for my health, even if it was as Sammi said. I got skimmed by a rusty long sword that stabbed at me right through Sammi’s leather coat and crossed arms. I didn’t have all of those two thousand health points, but I had enough that I could chat. I didn’t want to yet.

“At twenty health per hit, it would only take a hundred rounds of damage to take me dangerously low.” I did the math as I cast my double Blast through Sammi. “That’s five hundred seconds before I’m in critical danger. While that may seem like a lot, it’s really less than nine minutes.” The skeleton bashed at me with a wooden shield doing its twenty points of damage. “There are less than ten minutes between life and death for me and you want me to take a break and try to figure out which of my beloved family members to bring into this very dangerous world?” I cast Lift Spirits again.

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 429/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Health -45 (1714/2175)

Intelligence +1

Identify +1

Lift Spirits +1

Exp +20 (6584/13669)

“And half the time, they hit for double that amount, so I really only have six minutes between life and death,” I pondered on, switching back to my Blast spells. And you thought high school algebra wasn’t useful for life. It was marvelous at getting my intelligence stat up. “Halve it again if I happen to stumble upon two of these monsters at a time. I’d hardly call my situation stable enough to make decisions as huge as who I’m bringing over.” I hadn’t been able to use my poison in this dungeon, and my littlest spells were almost useless as low as they were, so I was alternating between the silver sword I’d looted off of a vampire guard, Lift Spirits, and Blast. With Sammi as a distraction, I didn’t see the skeleton’s eyes blaze with its magical attack until it was too late to dodge.

Health -59 (1655/2175)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 359/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Will +1

“You’ve been too busy for three hours,” Sammi protested.

“And then they do something like that and I’m even closer to death!” I gave a half-hearted whine, panting a bit with effort I didn’t feel. I’d really thought Sammi would let me get through the dungeon before trying to make me make a decision. Honestly, I was just trying to make Sammi and Fizzbarren sweat a little.

Health -19 (1636/2175)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 347/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dodge +1

Exp +10 (6594/13669)

“I tried to talk to you while you were healing,” Sammi started, ignoring the skeleton and my Blast spell.

“I need to concentrate and I’m getting tired.” I dodged around Sammi and into another attack. Sammi was getting annoyingly painful in their insistence. I wasn’t overly worried, but they didn’t need to know that.

Health -19 (1636/2175)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 287/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Blast +1

Exp +10 (6604/13669)

“You said you would stop at the end of the graveyard.” Sammi pointed at the front porch of a large mansion that was the backdrop of the graveyard. It wasn’t a castle. It was a gothic mansion of epic proportions. The front yard was the graveyard full of trash mobs that I’d taken out one after another. Another example of Fizzbarren’s lack of imagination was how this graveyard looked like someone had decorated their front yard for Halloween. All that was missing was the candy rewards. What I wouldn’t have done for a Snickers bar or a Whatchamacallit.

Health -29 (1607/2175)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 215/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dexterity +1

Identify +1

Dodge +1

Exp +20 (6624/13669)

“This is the porch.” Sammi stomped a booted foot on the worn planks. Sammi was solid enough to clomp, but not stop an attack coming at me.

“I didn’t go in the house.” I slid behind a porch swing, letting the rusted chain rattle at the aggressive bones. “I would have stopped to heal.” I failed again to see the glowing eyes.

Health -49 (1558/2175)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 143/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Blast +1

Exp +10 (6634/13669)

“Sammi,” I grit out, “a corpse can’t collect quest rewards. Now get out of the way before you get me killed!”

“You’ll deal with me after this skeleton?” Sammi persisted and I held back my smile.

“Yes!” I shouted and cast again. Two more spells and I could sit on that porch swing instead of using it as a shield. I was looking forward to that right up until that stupid last skeleton blasted the porch swing to smithereens bashing through it to get to me.

Health -19 (1539/2175)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 16 (Health 71/672) (Mana 300/464) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dodge +1

Exp +10 (6594/13669)

This is what happens when your anger hits a wall. Your body drops out of emergency mode and into stop-or-else mode. That’s a technical term. I learned it in pre-med. Yeah, I was getting loopy and not nearly as suave as I remember myself to be, but then I’m writing it. I realized that in all these reboots, I hadn’t slept. I needed a nap. Witty conversation and exhaustion don’t go hand in hand but Quill here is letting it go for the moment. Maybe I was that witty. Yeah, I don’t think so either.

Health -19 (1520/2175)

You have killed a Dirty Skeleton – Exp +672 (7266/13669)

I cast a spell to repair the porch swing and sank onto dusty, disintegrating cushions.

            

    
        Ch 36 - Don't Think About Purple Elephants

    
    
    
    
                “Now?” Sammi prodded, but I held up a finger to belay them, panting for real as the adrenaline drained out of my body.

I just couldn’t help thinking how much Kat would have loved this place. It was huge. The graveyard was classically spooky with blackened trees dripping some white gauzy plant-like stuff that I fully intended to collect when I was done killing the undead. Marble tombstones were inscribed with what was supposed to be witty things like, “Here lies Dusty, loving husband of Busty.” I could imagine Kat helping me rewrite all the tombstones. I wanted to hate it, but aside from the fact that there wasn’t a bowl of snack sized candy, it was something I’d have done to our front lawn for Halloween.

The mansion was better than the yard, painted black or charred black and both falling apart and somehow elegant. At least three stories high, I could see through the half boarded up windows that there were purple curtains and flickering crystal chandeliers that hung half-broken. I could imagine vampires, spiders, ghouls, and maybe even a lich or two. I wanted there to be dungeons of screaming ghosts almost as much as I wanted there to be a soft bed for another good night’s sleep.

“Now?” Sammi prodded me out of my musing.

“Okay, Sammi,” I assented reluctantly, casting heals as I could. Terra leapt up next to me and let me pet her to help regenerate my mana.

Healer +1

Exp +10 (7276/13669)

“You’d think a person would be more eager to get quest rewards,” Sammi complained.

“What rewards?” I stalled, pushing with one foot to set the swing in motion. It soothed me. I needed it. Even though I could rewind all this if it went badly, I wanted to get it right the first time.

“You get to choose someone from home to join you here,” Sammi announced as if I was a little dense. That was okay. I was playing the part well enough to not mind.

“Anyone?” I asked. What a creature of habit and fidgeting I’d become. One hand healed. One hand petted a purring cat. One foot pushed the swing. If I could find something to do with my other foot other than to brace myself, I would have. And that was resting.

“Of course,” Sammi replied, their big arms spreading wide. If I didn’t know them, like they thought I didn’t know them, would I have noticed the tension in the almost smile of their mouth? “I know you miss your daughter.”

“Yeah,” I said it slowly, drawing it out, “but she isn’t safe here.”

“What?”

Healer +1

Exp +10 (7286/13669)

“She isn’t safe,” I repeated, my eyes on my feet. It took every ounce of determination in my very soul to go on. It was harder than I’d imagined. If this turned out badly and I brought her here? Wait. I could bring her here long enough to see her, at least.

Will +1

“You’re going to protect her with your two thousand health and mana.” Sammi goggled at me, at a loss for finding my rationale. Just fifteen minutes. Then I’d reset and start again. Just to see her. It pulled at me.

“I’m in a level twenty dungeon,” I pointed at our surroundings. “Wouldn’t she come right here? With her basic little ten health points? Really?”

“Uh, I suppose we could wait until you cleared the dungeon to have her show up.” Sammi gave me a sheepish look.

“Look, Sammi, you have your agenda and I have mine.” I took a deep breath and let it out.

“You group up,” Sammi suggested.

“Stats won’t get up fast enough with me doing all the work.” I considered it. I really did. “And will you give her a class right off? You didn’t do that with me, and I was stuck at ten health and mana for over a day. If that happened here in this dungeon, I don’t trust that I could leave her anywhere on this world that you wouldn’t... Never mind, Sammi. It won’t work.”

“You seem good enough at these dungeons.” Sammi leaned back against a rotten pillar of wood as if it could hold their weight. Then again, it did. “You could catch her up to you pretty quickly.”

“What about you, Sammi?” I asked, changing the subject like a pro talk show host. “What are you good at?”

Sammi just gave me that baffled look that Geraldo guests get when he asks that question they should have known he had up his sleeve.

“I want to know about you, Sammi,” I used their name to keep it personal. “Is that so hard to believe?”

“Yes,” Sammi stated simply.

“Wow.”

“You just want to stall some more,” Sammi turned away to kick ineffectually at the post they’d been leaning against.

“I do, but I’ve wondered about you,” I admitted, casting a repair and clean on the pillows under me. “When else can I ask about it?” I actually knew more about Sammi than they would believe. I knew they had been an animated bench in Fizzbarren’s workshop and that they were basically no more than a slave.

“Not much to tell,” Sammi hunched their shoulders. “I was born a bench. Are you still interested in anything about me after that?”

“I am,” I replied without a blink of hesitation.

“I didn’t wear a tutu when I was a bench,” Sammi admitted, and then they told me about how his clothes were a form of protest against the fairy godmother label. They told me that the quill had been a pestle, cracked and stained. They didn’t mention Fizzbarren or the master and that left gaping holes in what I knew of their history. I hadn’t let them tell the tale since the first time loop. Without Kat here to challenge the cross-dressing thing, there had been no reason for the revealing backstory. Sammi sat beside me on the swing and told me all they could without mention of the master.

“Are you going to bring Kat over this time?” Sammi asked very quietly, leaning their shoulder into mine. This time? My mind scrambled. Did the animates remember the loops? If so, I needed desperately not to think about that or the button or all the things that rushed to my mind.

“Don’t think about purple elephants,” I muttered. It wasn’t a stupid thing to do for Sammi to tell me in such a way. If something went wrong, I could restart and Fizzbarren would be none the wiser.

“Why not?” Sammi asked, his soft brown eyes so innocent of deep thought. They wanted, no they needed me to save them again. They had faith in me. The whole workshop did.

“Don’t think about purple elephants,” I repeated. “It’s an old saying and it means that the harder you try to not think about something, the more you think about them. The trick is to think about something else.” My mind obediently thought about the purple elephants that it wasn’t supposed to think about which was better than the other thing I wasn’t supposed to… Nope.

“What if we did things just a little bit differently?” I asked loudly to get my mind back on purple elephants.

“Or you could wish for your daughter and be happy,” Sammi suggested with a thin smile.

“Or I could just hold off,” I considered carefully, as if the thought had just occurred to me.

“What do you mean?” Sammi’s brows scrunched up in a way that made me remember how afraid I’d been that first time I’d met them.

“Maybe I could do another Nemesis Quest first,” I offered, giving a shrug like it was nothing. I knew that, purple elephants, Sammi would try to make this happen, purple elephants, but could they make it happen, purple elephants?

Healer +1

Exp +10 (7296/13669)

“You don’t want the reward?” I only dared to peek up to find that Sammi’s mind raced behind their eyes. Something momentous was happening and my finger hovered over that purple elephant button.

“I want it.” I looked up at the dilapidated roof of the porch of this magnificent Victorian mansion and my eyes misted. “I want it so bad, I almost can’t breathe through the feelings.”

“Then take it,” Sammi reasoned, his eyes wide under furrowed brows.

“I want it but all at once,” I pushed the words out quickly, ready to reboot. “I’ve been thinking about it, and I’d rather bring my whole family over at once. Like after I do several quests. Like when I have a home for them.”

Healer +1

Exp +10 (7306/13669)

I held my breath as Sammi just stared, head tilted.

“I’ll do two more Nemesis Quests and then I’ll cash them all in at once,” I offered, trying to be clearer.

Sammi’s expression didn’t change but their head tilted the other direction.

“It’s just,” I tried some more, “that if I die, they’re stuck here in a very dangerous place. I’m lucky I’ve managed to find my way, but they’re probably falling apart back in my old world without me there to hold it all together. Imagine them here without that.”

“Two more quests?” Had Sammi’s tone changed?

“Yes.” I got up off the swing with some instinctual need to pace away from Sammi.

“Will you please stop rocking this swing,” Terra licked at a paw, the only show of her nervousness. “It’s making me feel like I’ve got a hairball.”

“Sorry,” I told her mentally, but she leapt out of the swing and disappeared under the porch. I wished I could join her. It was probably safer under there even if it was crawling with three-foot-long spiders. Yeah, spiders got my mind right into purple elephant land.

Sammi considered. Was there a war going on back home? Had Fizzbarren read the pages of my fight with Beau yet? I wasn’t sure. They’d told me what happened last time, but I didn’t know if I’d changed too much. My mind raced to find a reason that Fizzbarren wouldn’t accept the deal. Don’t think about purple elephants. I didn’t dare think these things, but my mind would not stop thinking about it.

“You want to do two more quests and not get any rewards until the last one is finished?” Sammi didn’t seem to be getting it.

“Mostly,” I hedged. “I want my whole family at once. I’ll take any other rewards you’ll give me until then for taking more quests, but I don’t want the main prize until I’m sure we can all survive together.”

“Beau was such an easy conquest,” Sammi pointed out, not as dumb as they looked or acted sometimes. “You didn’t seem in much danger. Why the concern that future battles will be the death or loss of a family you don’t even have yet?”

I tried not to think it. I tried really hard. Don’t think about purple elephants. It doesn’t work.

Healer +1

Exp +10 (7316/13669)

I saw the moment in Sammi’s eyes as they read the truth behind my seemingly noble offer. It was just a flash, and it was gone. The world stuttered, like a glitch in the Matrix. I stopped healing and held my breath. It was harder to play chicken with a little dictator of a godling than it had been to do it with Beau. That dictator had my life in his hands. It all happened between one breath and another, but I had a suspicion that time had stopped for the world while my fate was determined by a madman. What good was a little button if he could freeze time in the second before I pushed it?

“I don’t see why not,” Sammi gave an agreeable shrug, turning away from me as if I was a boring little bug. “If you initiate another Nemesis Quest, we will make it double or nothing.”

“Double or nothing?” I asked.

“Sure,” Sammi called back over their shoulder. “If you win the next quest, you can choose two family members to bring over to this marvelous world where sickness is banished, and youth is restored. If you lose, you get nothing.”

“That’s hardly to my benefit,” I could have swallowed my tongue. I was getting what I wanted. I should have left it, but something in me felt the need to push back. “I’d get two if I completed both quests anyway.”

“Yes, but if you choose to defer the reward one more time, I’ll double it again,” Sammi turned back, their boots not even getting dirty from the mounds of dirt they kicked up with their stride. “That would give you four family members. Wouldn’t it?”

“I suppose,” I answered with suspicion. “But I only need three.”

“Then again, your mother hasn’t been in the best health lately, has she?”

I blanched. Fizzbarren and the workshop of animates had never known about my mother before. “Leave my mother out of it,” I blurted out too predictably. I told my mind to shut up.

“Everyone has an ailing parent or friend, like Shirley,” Sammi taunted in a very un-Sammi way. “A person worn down from the world back there. A person who might appreciate this wonderful world of magic and imagination, where a grateful person can create their own class, spells, and even their own destiny.”

That wasn’t Sammi, I tried impossibly not to think. I did some math instead. If he was willing to double it again after the first four, who would I bring? I could have Mom and Shirley. I could have a whole city of my favorite people. People who loved me and people I loved. I took my mind there.

I thought of a school run by my mother, a church run by Naida, an herb garden cared for by my grandmother, a restaurant run by a purple elephant. I thought of a candy shop run by Willy Wonka. I ran out of people I could think of on the spot, but I made some up and thought of a few who were already dead. I didn’t have a lot of friends. I had family that I loved, but I was a hermit at heart. I made myself think dreams of being mayor of the little town of Stars Hollow. I infused each thought with hope that twisted in my guts.

“I see we understand each other,” not-Sammi said to me with a final arrogant nod as the form of my not-fairy-godmonster faded away.

Nemesis Engine engaged… Nemesis found… transporting…

            

    
        Ch 37 - Serial Killer with a Spell Book?

    
    
    
    
                Fizzbarren being inside Sammi was a new form of violation, both for Sammi and me. I had to think some more. I had a power here that changed the whole game. I’d beaten Fizzbarren without this power, but with it, I had breathing room. I needed to rethink my strategy. I’d been thinking that I didn’t want to bring Kat here, but maybe I did. Maybe I wanted Kat here just long enough to talk to her, hold her, and remind myself what this was all about. I pushed the button; progress on the Eroomtsim dungeon wasn’t as important as seeing my family again, even if I couldn’t keep them.

Instead of going into the dungeon to avoid Sammi, I walked into the forest and waited for Sammi to show up. I didn’t challenge anything. I played nice like a good little girl who was still afraid of Daddy coming home in a bad mood. As I sat in the forest, I thought about everything. My primary skill was being able to think outside the box. I needed that. I needed to stop being in this rut of thinking I had to do it one way. I could do it any way over and over.

When Sammi showed up, I started to talk, but then I pushed the button and took some more time. I didn’t know why at first. When Sammi got close, I did it again. Sometimes it took my mind a few days to process information. I wanted Kat, but something was essentially wrong with her coming here. I needed to know if it was my fear of her dying again, or if it was something bigger. I needed more data.

“So, who do you want to bring from your world?” Sammi popped in.

“I want my husband,” I told Sammi, finally deciding that, of all my choices, Dom was the least likely to cause the catastrophic problems that my mind conjured. I wanted information. Dom might have more than anyone else I knew to summon.

“Not your daughter?” Sammi eyed me.

“Not this time,” I answered carefully, hoping that Sammi would get the double meaning.

“Granted,” Sammi shrugged.

I hadn’t known how empty I was until Dom materialized in front of me. Dom stood almost a foot taller than my five foot, eight inches of lanky teenager topped with a curly mop. I’d never known him as a teenager, and while I’d known he’d been awkward, I almost chuckled at what I saw. His lips and nose reflected his African American heritage, but he had the long face and skin tone of his mother’s Germanic American mutt mix.

When his brown eyes settled on mine, it was like that first night we’d known that meeting each other changed everything. His head cocked to the side, but his eyes bored into mine. He knew me, but he was processing whether I was real. I knew him so well. I knew how his mind worked and how to read his stoic feelings. I smiled and the logic of his knee-jerk first reaction broke.

Finally, his eyes slid lazily down my leather clad body with a blooming grin.

I cocked my head to the side and narrowed my eyes.

His eyebrow quirked in a mix of Spock and Dexter that made my stomach lurch.

“If you don’t hug me, I’ll divorce you,” I growled at him.

He opened his arms and I wrapped myself around him and felt peace for the first time since I’d come to Fizzbarren’s world. With Kat I’d felt home, but with Dom I felt peace.

“You have no idea what I’ve done to get you here,” I whispered into his ear and held on like he’d disappear if I didn’t.

“Ready for the next Nemesis Quest?” Sammi prodded after we’d just stood there holding each other for what was probably uncomfortable to anyone watching. My husband and I had an intensity that was disconcerting to almost everyone but our family. Well, it was disconcerting to Kat too, but that was just a teenager’s natural reaction to parental affection.

Dom turned his head toward Sammi but didn’t let go of me. “Who are you?”

“That’s a really long explanation.” Sammi looked at their wrist as if they had a watch, “And I don’t have the time to explain so how about we get the nuts and bolts taken care of now and then your lovely wife can explain it all to you after you have crazy monkey sex or whatever you two do to get reacquainted."

“Monkey sex?” I asked, mildly offended.

“Do you have something I can kill this guy with?” Dom ducked his head to ask me, his tone light even though I knew he was serious.

“Don’t be rude, love,” I muttered back. “Sammi is not our enemy.”

“Damn,” he chuckled, his breath on my neck only half the excitement.

“Shortcut explanation is that this is a LitRPG world.” I laid my head on his chest to hear his heart beat. “You should choose a class, but you can make up anything.”

“And you should initiate another Nemesis Quest,” Sammi insisted, looking at everything but the two of us.

“A class? Like what?” Dom asked me, ignoring Sammi.

“Hmm,” I thought out loud. How had I not taken some time to figure this part out. I hadn’t been able to think past him getting here and that wasn’t like me at all. It didn’t matter much since I could just reset, and we could choose something else. “Something off the wall so that you can define the class instead of being trapped in a standard mold. That’s what worked for me.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Dom responded. I was surprised that he wasn’t freaking out more. Dom wasn’t good with surprises. He liked his world nice and orderly. “So more than Assassin?”

A shiver rooted me at the way he said it. I was struck with how the time loop worked and who exactly it effected. He couldn’t know that Kat had been an Assassin, could he?

“First tell me that Kat is okay,” I pulled back to look Dom in the eyes, hoping to read more than what he was saying.

“Kat is fine,” Dom told me firmly, his words full of meaning. My heart wanted to think the best, but my mind conjured the worst. “We’ve been playing a lot of DnD since you’ve been gone.”

“And initiate another Nemesis Quest,” Sammi interrupted with a cleared throat.

“I’m thinking maybe Serial Killer,” I suggested, watching what Dom’s eyes were trying to tell me. Kat was fine. That was the important part.

“That’s not a class,” Sammi complained.

“Neither was Mage-ish,” I argued, unphased by Sammi’s attitude. I happened to know that the more Sammi got flustered, the more they could promise me before I agreed to the quest.

“Serial Killer has a nice ring to it,” Dom nodded his head. “Okay, Sammi, let’s make my class Serial Killer.”

“Would you settle for Killer?” Sammi baulked, though I wasn’t sure why.

“No, I don’t think so,” Dom said, firmly. “My wife has suggested Serial Killer as a class, and I think she’s on the right track.” Again, there was some meaning under his words, but Dom had a knack for saying things that didn’t explain the whole of his thoughts as if everyone around him should know exactly what he was thinking by the single word that made the most sense to him. I was normally pretty good at that game, but we’d been apart for a while. I was out of practice.

“It would be a subset of Assassin,” Sammi warned.

“No, it wouldn’t,” I turned to Sammi and gave them a hooded look that made them gulp.

“A serial killer works alone,” Dom explained. “An assassin works for others and from a guild. I won’t be a murderer for hire. I work for myself, and I call my own shots. I kill who I want to kill, not who someone tells me to kill. I want that clear. No guilds.”

“Fine,” Sammi grumped. “But then you have to initiate the Nemesis Quest, right Karma?”

“Karma,” Dom purred with approval. “Nice.”

“Probably,” I told Sammi.

“And I have a class,” Dom stated, snaking one hand out from behind my back to swipe at the air and slide through some screens. “I have ten hit points?” He raised both brows in mild alarm.

“Not for long,” I snickered.

Dom narrowed his eyes at me and focused until he broke the gaze with a whistle. “Looks like we’re in for a bit of power levelling.”

“The Quest,” Sammi prodded again.

“Are you sure I can’t kill him?” Dom whispered in my ear, and I could feel his lips smile.

“With ten health? I doubt it!” Sammi scoffed, finally getting miffed at Dom’s attitude.

“I’m sure.” I stepped out of Dom’s embrace but kept his hand gripped in mine as tight as I had when Kat was born.

“Weapons?” Dom spoke in his signature shorthand as if full sentences were too much work.

“Later darling,” I purred, imitating Morticia Addams. “You know I don’t like an audience.”

“This is disgusting,” Sammi crossed their arms and pouted, but that just made me chuckle.

I’d missed this. I’d missed standing next to someone who knew me so well that I didn’t have to say anything significant out loud. He knew my mind.

“I’m going to need duct tape, rope, some plastic sheeting, and maybe some lye,” Dom joked with me, watching Sammi.

“I can get you the rope, but there’s no need for the body disposal kit,” I explained innocently as if we were talking about what to have for breakfast. “The bodies here dissolve upon looting.”

“Nice,” Dom nodded, his smile growing wider.

“The QUEST!” Sammi shouted.

“Kat’s really okay?” I asked Dom, all playfulness draining from me.

“Kat is home and safe,” Dom answered just as seriously. “She said to tell you that she’s sorry.”

For what? My mind raced.

“She remembers, but the rest of us don’t,” Dom mumbled out in a way that only a person who had focused on learning his almost indecipherable mumbles could understand. He continued with a little more clarity and volume. “She and Cliff will be fine until…”

“QUEST!!!” Sammi shouted so loud that if they’d been a corporeal human being they’d have shaken the trees. I was glad that Sammi was being distracting, but my mind was having trouble sliding these new variables into the equations. I knew I could just restart and think about it again, but so far it wasn’t hurting to hold onto Dom just a little longer.

“What will you give me for taking the quest now?” I demanded, unruffled by Sammi’s bluster. I didn’t care about much, but it gave me a chance to shift those variables around. These were good answers to some of my most pressing questions. Even if I restarted, this loop had told me so much that I needed to know.

“A cottage and some serial killer clothes?” Sammi rolled his eyes at me.

“How do we group up?” Dom changed the subject again.

“It’s in this tab here,” I tried to show him, laughing at myself when I realized that he couldn’t see my screen. “Um, fourth tab holds the grouping stuff, though it might be the third tab since you don’t have a familiar.”

“Second tab,” Dom corrected. “Why didn’t they label these tabs?”

“My second tab is my spell book and my third is Terra. You don’t have a spell book?” I asked.

“No,” and we both turned to Sammi with expectant looks.

“Serial Killers don’t have spells,” Sammi stuttered out, having trouble keeping up with our minds going off in odd directions. The whole situation was just making me feel at home.

“This one does,” I protested. “I’ll take the cottage, but he needs a spell book.”

“Unless you want to give me the heat-sensing night scope technological equipment instead of spells?” Dom nodded to Sammi as if we were being completely rational and reasonable.

“If I give him a spell book, you’ll initiate the quest?” Sammi shook their head in a tiny way like they were clearing some numb part from their frontal lobe.

I looked at Dom and we had a conversation with our eyes that only parents learn how to do really well. After a few expressions passed by, we nodded and turned as one to Sammi in a way that was obviously creepy to Sammi.

“Sure,” we said together. Sammi visibly shuddered through their whole big-framed body.

Nemesis Engine engaged… Nemesis found… transporting…

            

    
        Ch 38 - A Time for Us

    
    
    
    
                Monkey sex aside, Dom and I had a lovely interlude before I kissed him goodbye and hit the button again. I went into the forest and awaited Sammi. I didn’t need several tries before this one. I brought my husband over again. It didn’t last long. I just wanted to see if he’d remember it. He didn’t, but he managed to whisper that Kat had noticed his previous absence on a loop. I wanted to reassure him, but he wouldn’t remember any of it, so it would only torture us both. I logged the experience under stuff I wanted to repeat in some secluded portion of my brain behind a zoo of oddly colored animals, because purple elephants just weren’t enough last time.

“So, who do you want to bring from your world?” Sammi popped in.

“I want my best friend Cliff,” I answered with the assurance of someone who knew exactly what she was asking for. The idiot that I was.

“Not your daughter or your husband?” Sammi asked this time.

“Not this time,” I smiled, knowing Sammi remembered and knew what I meant. Sammi was really good at pretending they didn’t know anything about all this. The Quill had shown up this time, letting me realize that it had been absent a bit lately.

“Grant…ed,” Sammi started to announce, but we were both startled at the result.

A young woman I’d never met stood in between Sammi and me. She was about an inch shorter than me with bright red hair that fell in tumbling waves down to a waist that belonged on a cartoon character. She put Marlo to shame. She turned hazel eyes to me, and my eyes widened. She ran into my arms, and I was at a loss of what to think.

“What’s wrong?” she asked when I didn’t return the embrace right away. “Hey, you got taller!”

“What the hell?” I stared at Sammi for an explanation Sammi didn’t seem to have.

“I swear I brought Cliff,” Sammi insisted.

“I’m Cliff,” she said, and my mind caught up with the hazel eyes of my buddy, my pal, my ex-husband, and my daughter’s second dad? It didn’t catch up fast.

Cliff had plenty of time to scan what she could see of her body. “Is it me or am I actually a pretty girl?”

“As opposed to what? A unicorn?” Sammi asked.

“That was an option?” Cliff gave a sniff. She had a little button nose and slightly chubby cheeks. You don’t understand. Cliff was a big guy. He walked like a bull with shoulders wide enough to play football, but a mind that would rather read a book.

“No,” Sammi breathed out a quick denial. “I’m not turning you into a unicorn.”

“A rainbow unicorn with wings?” I stuttered out.

“That’s my best friend.” Cliff dove back into my arms and I had no choice really but to hug back. And he felt like my friend when I closed my eyes. Cliff of the manic depressive mood swings, lumbering girth, quick smile, and open heart was a cute little thing that defied definition.

“Cliff.” I took a minute, still processing. I’d always accepted his feelings. I’d had to. I knew how he felt about life, the universe, and everything. He’d talked about a change, but he had decided against it thinking that going from guy to girl wouldn’t make him any less the bull he didn’t feel he was inside. That change. We’d played around with Sammi-like stuff when we’d been married. I’d always known that he didn’t accept any definition of who he was.

“Now is when we pick a class and you initiate the next Nemesis Quest,” Sammi droned out, their eyes stuck on Cliff.

“Right.” I nodded.

“That’s easy,” Cliff exclaimed, totally oblivious to any need for subtlety or subterfuge. “I want to be a Shapeshifter and I want my. name to be Destiny and I want a familiar. I can’t wait to see what Damon has to say about absolutely everything.”

“Uh,” I stammered as he blurted out things he wasn’t supposed to know. I scanned the bushes for a stampede of Fizzbarren wrath and then snapped my eyes to Sammi’s eyes to see if they were Fizzbarren instead. Maybe summoning Cliff had been a bad idea.

“You’re not going to keep me first anyway,” Cliff blundered right through.

“Destiny is a stripper name,” I bungled out.

“But your name is Karma and I’m your sidekick as Destiny, get it?” Cliff went on and I hovered over that button. He couldn’t know that stuff. “I’ve been thinking and thinking about it, and this is it. I just wanted to bop in and let you see… well, you know. It worked, so if you get Kat again, tell her it worked so I know, okay? Oh, and I love you and totally understand. We’re closing up everything we need to take care of so we’re ready. And this is so cool. Can’t wait. We love you and we understand. We all do.”

I hit the button. Cliff wasn’t subtle. Cliff wasn’t normal by any definition of the word, and if you managed to define the word normal by something that was Cliff, he still wouldn’t fit. I love him as a brother as another person who, like me, didn’t fit anywhere. That was our wacked out family.

“So, who do you want to bring from your world?” Sammi popped in.

“I’m ready for Kat,” I replied.

“Thank God,” Sammi muttered under their breath, and I bit back a smile.

“Granted,” Sammi said louder.

“Mom?” Kat blinked away the mists of the in-between. “I’m dizzy.”

I’d had the time to think about Cliff and Dom. I pulled my daughter into a hug and held home to my heart. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” she breathed back.

“Destiny said it worked,” I whispered to her and felt her sigh.

We pulled back from each other and looked in each other’s eyes. You know, I was wrong. Kat and I could have conversations without words just like her dad and I could.

“I can’t stay, can I?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” I answered her as honestly as I could.

“Quest?” Sammi prodded us, the Quill scribbling in a way that reminded me that what we said was being written down somewhere.

“Kat wants to be a Mage, and if you can give us a cottage and a spell book full of spells, I’ll take the Nemesis Quest,” I shortcut the conversation, wanting to get her alone in some boring space before we talked.

“I can do that,” Sammi’s eyebrows rose, but they took the win like a trooper. Only I would have seen the slight eyeroll that meant they knew we’d be back. “I feel compelled to tell you that spells cost mana, and mana is only restored with rest.”

I thought about that as Kat and I walked back to the cottage talking about things that meant nothing. She told me things about college that none of us cared about and I talked about how I’d defeated Beau this time. I had been pressing that button a lot. If that button was a spell, then it would take mana. It wasn’t taking anything out of my current mana pool, so it had to be pulling from my future mana. That was a little more disturbing.

My mana in the future would be based on our readers. Yeah, that’s YOU. I had a healthy pool, but it only refilled as people read the chapters that I’m churning out right here and now. What Sammi was saying was that there was a limit to how many times I could press that button. Unless I did something here, as I’m writing, I didn’t have the mana for all those reboots. What had I, was I, am I doing? I changed things, of course.

Take a little wibbly wobbly trip with me. See, I set up some recordings. Just little things that the family and I did together to try to increase our mana pool. The mana pool that is wibbly wobbling right into this little part of the story. Let’s just say, this set of recordings out there on Patreon are helping a lot. At least they will be by the time you are reading this, thanks to people that came before you, unless you’re one of the you’s that wibbled this wobble. In which case, thank you, and I now take you back to the regularly scheduled program… book… yeah.

Kat and I collapsed onto the cottage beds with a promise to talk in the morning.

I woke up to Kat playing with Terra. I stretched and took a moment to remember the current reality. The sun sparkled annoyingly through the window. Part of me wanted to stay right here forever. I stared at the button and tried to focus on the mana behind it. I ran into a wall.

“I have plans,” I announced softly so I didn’t disturb the mood of the early morning laziness.

“Great,” she replied, focused on the string she dangled over Terra.

“I need variables,” I tried to explain.

“Then let’s do this.” She smiled at me. I could tell she’d changed in a way that hurt and failure could deepen a person, but it was tempered by something, maybe time.

“How much time has passed in your world?”

“That’s complicated by things,” she hedged. Terra flopped onto her side to use all her legs to bat at the long string. I thought about what she wasn’t saying. Time was something she was experiencing the long way, so she’d had more time than most in this.

“What does everyone remember?” I asked.

“Also complicated.” She bit her lip. “Things happened that just didn’t matter to me anymore. I broke it off with Joey, a lot. That was fun. That was the easy part. The best way to explain is that Dad, Cliff and I started playing DnD a lot more when you left.”

I tried to parse what she was saying, letting my mind file it away for later.

“We ran scenarios,” she continued, “and we started to map out a book that we are sort of writing together.”

“A book about?” I asked.

“About a mom who disappears and how her family goes to another world to save her from the life there.” Terra flopped from one side to the other, half-heartedly following the string. “Only we all find out that we like that world. As long as we’re together, it works.”

“Your dad and I…” I wondered what I could say. Did it matter? She was right in that I wasn’t going to let her stay. I was pressing the button again but before I did that, couldn’t we have a little time?

“Take him,” she told me, her arm falling. “He’s the one who needs it most, and he’ll be better for you here than me.”

Maybe this was why I hadn’t wanted to do this. She couldn’t stay. The pain of losing her again was only bearable if I knew she was still alive and safe. I tried to focus on what I needed her to know; what I needed her to take back to them.

“I’m okay.” Her watery eyes belied the statement.

“I can’t lose you again,” I told her. I didn’t notice the tears falling down in streams over my cheeks, but she did.

“You’re not losing me this way.” She dropped the string and took my hand, Terra bounding away after a more reasonable breakfast.

We ate breakfast. We explored the forest. We became friends with Lily and Chester, who came with us into the forest. We didn’t level. We didn’t get skills. I took a week off of all this madness and spent it with my kid. We didn’t talk about it ending. We didn’t talk about anything of consequence. We were very, very boring for a whole wonderful week of lazy.

Over breakfast, we had our last frantic chat, saying only what was absolutely necessary before I hit that button. It might have been rest for me in this world, but it didn’t make for good reading and therefore it didn’t give me enough extra mana for that spell. I’d spent a week watching the color of it fade a little bit at a time. Until one morning, the button started to get brighter, deeper, and full of more mana. That was when I dared to press the button again, not knowing why, but grateful.

I made it through my lines with Beau, even if my performance was a bit wooden. Only Beau was real enough to notice, and he didn’t because he was too wrapped up in his own collapsing world. I left him to it. I wasn’t thinking of him as I pursued options in my mind. I leaned back on the makeshift bar and drank ale like a barfly with nothing better to do. I ran scenarios in my mind.

I knew that my initial spastic replays had cost me mana that I hadn’t realized I was spending. Now I felt the pressure to provide a really good set of chapters for future readers so that I would continue to have the freedom to press that button. It might look solid now, but in my mind at that time, I was one vacation away from ending up on that bookshelf next to Beau, Chester and Lily.

More than that, pressing that button was starting over in a way I didn’t need anymore. The only reason to replay these actual lives was to make sure that I didn’t have any regrets. I only had one regret left. I had one question that nothing but experience could answer. If I had to replay it later, it might cost me, but I needed to try.

Kat might be better this time around, but the fact was that she didn’t have the killer instinct I needed in a partner for this part and I couldn’t have her used against me. Cliff was fun and a real wildcard of a twist for the story, but it didn’t feel like a story that was right for our next chapters. Kat had once said that Dom and I were like Bonnie and Clyde and while she had a romanticized notion of that duo, she might have had a point.

Maybe I wanted a second honeymoon. Maybe I wanted to know what it would feel like to be an empty nester and have my husband to myself for a while. We’d put everything on hold for Kat and it had been worth every second, but what were Dom and I without that? What would we be once she had moved on to another life? And maybe none of that mattered. I just knew that I had to try one incarnation where my husband and I took on Fizzbarren and his stupid world of pathetic shortcut writing to save our daughter. Yeah, that might be enough of a story to change that world into something else.



“Family makes you weak!” Fizzbarren’s dream image infiltrated my mind.

“I’m not weak,” I grit out, my arms held but my mind furiously watching for my moment.

“They give you something to lose.” It was more than a dream.

“And something to fight for,” I pursued my ideals without reservation.

“It’s only the loss of that family that has made you willing to fight this hard.” It was a memory of a future I’d put behind me.

“I’d have fought you anyway,” I persisted, knowing in this dream that I would miss that split second.

“You’d like to think so, but it isn’t true.” It was a memory that haunted me, because it made me afraid. It made me afraid that he was right.

In my dream, I missed that moment when he blinked. I missed it in the dream world because Kat was always still there. Still with me. Held next to me. Dying next to me.



I woke in a sweat to see Dom’s eyes watching me. Terra lay in his lap. He had one of the cottage’s many books in his hand, but he was staring at me.

            

    
        Ch 39 - Not a Bad Romance

    
    
    
    
                “He’s a terrible writer.” Dom set down the book. We sprawled on the bed in the cottage.

“You’re just spoiled.” I stretched, startling Terra off of Dom’s lap.

I’d changed a few things this loop of summoning Dom. I’d not only gotten Dom’s spell book as part of the deal, but I’d gotten the cottage I’d had with Kat, the potion supplies, and a pony. I’d meant it as a joke, but it was housed in the stable. When I say pony, what I mean is that it was absolutely a little white pony from a children’s cartoon complete with rainbow mane and tail, and glittering hooves. It was also completely useless except as maybe a mount for Terra.

“I’m spoiled on your writing,” Dom whispered into my ear with a kiss.

“I’m still learning,” I admitted.

I didn’t say that I was learning from Fizzbarren what not do in world creation. First, he hadn’t balanced anything. Without the proper balance of economy, power, and magic, nothing was going to work in this world that he’d flung together with toothpicks and marshmallows. I’d made mistakes when I’d built worlds for my own books, but nothing this bad. I’d had over ten thousand health when I’d done two days of grinding in two dungeons. That was broken. The mobs I was fighting could barely do more than sixty points of damage, and while the math of only ten minutes to live or die worked, it didn’t hold up in a fight where I could take the mobs down in one twelfth of the time. I wasn’t complaining in my situation where I needed the broken game to fix the broken master, but it wasn’t good for world balance.

Secondly, Fizzbarren had made another huge mistake. I’d made the mistake too. I’d tried to get into professional writing by writing a romance. I thought it was the least challenging genre and would therefore be the easiest platform for my very first book. It was like writing a romance when you hated love. I was taking care of a two-year-old at the time and barely had time to wash my hair, much less write about romance, which I also did not have the time or energy to perform. As an author, if you have a disdain for your reader, it will inevitably bleed through onto the page. The moment the reader felt that, they would crucify you in ratings and plummeting sales. My first romance novel was a disaster.

Not only was Fizzbarren’s world balance off, but he was also full of disdain for his audience. Anything he wrote was doomed. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that Fizzbarren’s lack of balance was rooted in his disdain of the genre that I actually loved. It was that laziness in thinking that a machine could cobble together a world, and then a language, and then a plot? That’s absurd. All that was based on the idea that LitRPG should be easy. This world was lazy. I hadn’t read his writing, but if he held this much disdain for what he created, his wordcraft would never overcome that.

“My charm is going up like gangbusters,” Dom gave a wry chuckle, setting the book aside.

“Finally, an excuse for you to be nice to me,” I teased him, getting out of bed to get dressed.

“I’m always nice to you." Dom’s eyebrows creased his forehead.

I smiled as we got dressed together. Dom thought he was nice to everyone but Dom’s nice didn’t translate well to anyone but me. I had a knack for being able to love people who didn’t express themselves in a normal way. I could translate autism.

“Here.” I reached into my inventory and pulled out a set of black leather armor I’d made for Kat. The pants and sleeves were a little short and the chest split a little when he stretched. I cast my repair spell on it, and it had the pleasant side effect of sizing the item to his form. My stomach gave a little jitter at the sight of him dressed in black leather, but I hid my secret smile by looking down and resizing the boots he was trying to put on.

“Nice,” Dom drawled out.

“Glad you like it,” I flirted.

Charm +1

“It’s not as uncomfortable as I thought it would be,” he remarked, preening under my flirtation.

“You’re right, charm does go up easier with you around,” I told him, deflating the ego that seemed to be blooming.

He tilted his head down and lifted an eyebrow in a way that made me giggle stupidly.

“It looks good on you,” I said by way of apology.

His eyes smiled and I knew I was forgiven.

“What did you have planned for today?” Of course, he knew that I had plans. Of course, I had plans. They were whirling in my mind like crazy.

“Skills and profession grinding mostly.” I sat on the bed to put on my own boots, casting Repair on them to see if I could make them fit better. My newer repair spell was doing great.

“Not levels?” he asked without challenge.

“Profession levels count toward your health and mana pools, so we’ll get those first,” I explained, casting clean on both of us and the bed.

Without being asked, Dom made the bed as if we were still at home. The sight stirred something in me and then settled. Clean might clean the sheets, but it didn’t make the bed. Repair might have done it, but because it settled me to see him do it, I let it happen and cast my repair at the ladder as I slid down it.

Health -4 (2171/2175)

I enjoyed the freedom of not caring about a tiny blip to my health, but it was also the first time I’d really noticed my health since I’d restarted with Dom. It was a bit of a reality check to see my health pool shrink back down to a mere two thousand after being up at over ten thousand. Still, I’d made that ridiculous jump in a few days and I could do it again.

I watched Dom’s health drop dramatically more than mine as he tried the same trick coming down the ladder. I wanted to tell him to be careful and that he couldn’t do everything I could do, thinking what would I do if he killed himself falling down a ladder, but then I realized we’d just restart again. It would be faster and easier to get his health points up than to argue over reckless behavior.

“Help me cook breakfast,” I suggested, cleaning the counters as I headed to the pantry.

“You want me to cook?” he gave me a dubious look. Dom didn’t cook. Dom could cook, but he’d always professed to be ignorant so others would cook for him. Kat, Cliff Destiny, and I didn’t mind as Dom was happy to do dishes and we all hated that.

“I’ll pay you a copper to help me,” I flipped a copper out of my inventory.

“Okay,” he fumbled after the coin, his dexterity not yet high enough to catch it. We’d change that. Terra chased the copper out from under the table and Dom took it from her with a scritch for her ears.

“It’s only a profession if you get paid for it and Cook is a profession,” I explained, juggling a dozen components for the baking soda potion. “Only I need a potion before I cook what I want for breakfast, so use that mortar and pestle to grind up this herb for me.” I showed him by dropping bits into the mortar and giving the pestle a swishing turn. I then handed him the mortar and pestle and resisted laughing as he made more mess than helpful material I could use.

Skill Learned: Teaching

Exp +20 (13,574/30,755)

“I’ll teach you these skills for a copper,” I suggested, holding out a hand for my copper back.

He flipped the copper back to me. My dexterity was high enough to catch it easily and I winked at him.

Charm +1

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (13,584/30,755)

Profession Earned: Teacher

“Did you get a profession?” I asked him, deftly tossing the ingredients for the baking soda potion into a cauldron and using Flare and Soft Breeze to get the heat exactly how I wanted it.

“Alchemist?” he answered.

So, that worked. I’d get him the cooking one next. “Great, now I’ll pay you to set out the flour, sugar, and find something that looks like a hairy banana in the panty. If not the hairy banana, find a thing that looks like a football with spines.”

He missed the copper I threw again, but I knew that practice would help. He didn’t even blink at my weird descriptions. He just buried himself in the pantry while I finished the baking soda.

“Does the banana have grey fuzz?” he called out.

“No, that’s broccoli,” I answered, going to help him. “Taste everything you can. It’ll get your constitution up.”

“At least I got the Cook profession,” he grumbled. I did a few numbers in my head. That should give him twice the health he’d had when he’d fallen down the ladder, so I felt a little safer about his health. Thirty skill bumps would get him to level two for another boost. He had to be about halfway there by now.

Dom gave a sigh as I reached over his head for the football shaped thing that actually tasted like banana. He had the flour in one hand and a sack of sugar cradled in that arm. He had a grey fuzzy thing I’d never seen before in his other hand. He glared at me as he tried to take a bite of the grey fuzzy cucumber-shaped thing. His face changed to reflection on what he was chewing on.

“It’s like chewing on almond that is squishy,” his face made me chuckle, “and fuzzy.” I grabbed the rest of the hairy almond thing, tasting it. It would be good flavoring anyway. The fur was like if you could have shredded an almond the size of my fist.

Constitution +1

“Fresh eggs!” Chester called out, causing Dom and I to poke out heads out of the pantry like a couple of kids caught hiding in the cookie jar. That is, if one of the kids was a murderhobo. Dom’s eyes narrowed with suspicion at the intrusion.

“Awesome!” I called out, subtly putting Dom slightly behind me as I strode out of the pantry to greet Chester with easy camaraderie. I wasn’t protecting Dom from Chester or trying to chastise him. I was giving Dom the cues he needed to know that Chester was a friend.

“Is that a potion?” Chester asked, pointing toward my brew on the hearth.

“Yep,” I smiled back. Dom came out of the pantry and laid the ingredients on the counter. “What do I owe you for the eggs?”

“A copper a dozen,” Chester replied, pulling out a pad of paper that I knew held the lists he liked so much, “but I’d trade them all for the ability to sell your potions in my shop.”

“I pay you, you pay me, it all works out just fine that way,” I pulled out three coppers and put them in his hand as I grabbed his pad of paper and pencil. “We’ll make you some healing and mana potions for six silver each, and some preservation potions for two silver each. But only if you’ll teach us some blacksmithing in your forge. I have some pans I want to make.”

“Sure, deal!” Chester replied, clasping at my hand for an eager handshake. I cast my clean spell then shook his hand. I still remembered the outhouses that I hadn’t cleaned in a while.

“Chester,” Dom entered the conversation, flipping the copper I’d given him back and forth between his hands.

“Hey Dom!” Chester greeting Dom as if they’d always known each other.

“How’s your wife, Chester?” I asked, more to catch Dom up on who Chester was than anything else.

“She’s doing better since you cast that spell on her,” Chester lit up with talk of Lily and I saw Dom visibly relax. It wasn’t that Dom was jealous. He wasn’t. It was just that Dom didn’t know anyone here and anyone who had walked through our front door without so much as a knock was an enemy until proven otherwise. My delightfully murderous husband was protective, not jealous. “I’m happy to teach you blacksmithing, but do you think you could teach Lily that spell?”

“I’d love to!” I told Chester. “I’m already going to teach a bunch of spells to Dom. How about I teach Lily at the same time?”

“That would be great!” Chester was just as enthusiastic.

“One copper a spell?” I bartered, knowing every sale would give me experience.

“Done!” And Chester reached out for my hand again.

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (13,594/30,755) 

“Would you mind a downpayment of a copper for the potions?” I asked Chester, wanting the profession I’d given to Dom. Another imbalance issue in how I could have taught the profession without having it.

“No problem,” Chester flipped me a copper.

Profession Earned: Alchemist

“Thanks,” I gave Chester a practiced smile. “I’ll brew up ten each and head over to your place for spell lessons. Would you mind bringing me a few supplies?” I started scribbling some supplies onto the pad of paper.

“I would love to,” Chester took my proffered list and scanned it with a smile. “I think I have everything on here.” I knew he did.

“He just comes in and out without warning?” Dom asked when Chester was clear of the door. He had a point, but I hadn’t had a cottage for so many reboots that it was like it was new again. I’d forgotten how folks didn’t know doors meant boundaries.

“We could bar the door if we didn’t want visitors.” I whipped together a pancake batter with just a bit of the potion I had brewing and the supplies Dom had laid on the counter. I tried mashing the almond thing and got a thick syrup like you’d find in cans of peaches only tasting more like almond butter.

Dom gave a little humph, but I knew it didn’t mean he was angry. He was just thinking. He handed me flour when I asked for it and pulped the rest of the almond thing, which I combined with a little cinnamon for an interesting syrup. We ate and discussed mathematical equations as we tossed a coin back and forth while hopping on one foot and casting cleans all over the place. No, we didn’t. You wouldn’t either. We ate breakfast in peace until Chester returned. Dom was working with the copper on trying to walk it over his knuckles while he ate, but we weren’t machines. Okay, maybe I did a few math problems in my head to try to see how long it would take for us to get his skills and stats up, but that was it.

“Delivery!” Chester announced again as I was casting Cleaner on our dishes. Chester’s arms were full to teetering, so Dom rushed to help him carry things. See? I told you Dom wasn’t jealous. He just needed to know that Chester was safe. It was like playing Among Us. You only flinched until you’d seen someone do a visual task. Then they were your best friend until the round was over.

            

    
        Ch 40 - In-Dom-itable

    
    
    
    
                They piled our purchases on the table, and I traded it for some coins in my purse. There were two boxes of vials for the potions, a huge roll of leather, another of thick fabric, two backpacks, nails, a hatchet, four pads of paper, some rough pencils, and a few bundles of dried herbs. Chester took my coins and gave us a wave as he headed back to his shop, checking things off his list. I handed the backpacks to Dom to expand his inventory.

Since Dom was so far behind on stats, he started with the hatchet to get his strength up and get us a supply of wood for one of my projects. I paid him to get the wood for me and he paid me for the buff I gave him to help out. The wood thing got him a Woodsman profession, but the buff didn’t result in anything. Either buffing was part of my class and therefore disqualified as a profession, or there wasn’t a profession that focused on buffing people. I knew I wouldn’t get the Healer profession because the Heal spell was part of my initial spell set, but I could get a thieving profession because it wasn’t part of my class’s specific skill set. It was one of the few balancing mechanisms that worked.

I was glad that Dom had something to do because I wanted to try something that I’d learned to do much later in the game. I knew that Lily wouldn’t be able to retain anything I taught her without a spell book. This was the biggest scam in the game, and I wanted to see if I could bypass it. It was a failed attempt to balance because it didn’t work. I could cast a spell without a spell book, but that was because I was already creating spells and I knew how to mold mana to my will. The spell book just made casting a spell faster. A PC could be stripped of their spells by destroying their spell book, but that took a very high level NPC.

An NPC like Lily could learn spells but if the main storyline changed, those spells would be lost to her. If she had a spell book, it would travel with her even if the main quest changed her character traits. The story rationale for it was that a person in the game had to get their spell book from the guild. I had been exempted from this rule until Fizzbarren changed the rules. A PC would start off with a spell book if they chose a magic-using class and it was just assumed that association with the guild was in the backstory somewhere. It could have bigger implications for my next fight but that was a tiny gamble that I didn’t think would work. Still, I sat with one of my blank pads of paper and tried.

I sharpened a sturdy stick because I needed more umph than a pencil could provide for this one. I pulled a single sheet of paper and laid it on the table. I’d start with the smaller accomplishment that I was pretty sure I could get. I placed the stick in a small cup and slashed my palm for a small pool of blood.

Health -12 (2163/2175)

I quickly scratched the words “Basic Clean” in blood at the top of the page. I didn’t have the spells I wanted to be able to do this, so I’d have to use my mana manipulation skill instead. I had to do it quickly because I didn’t want my palm to heal before I’d completed it. I smeared blood over my palm and laid it in the middle of the page. And pushed. I bled mana into the page. I filled my mind with the Clean spell and rather than cast it, I pushed it into the page. It took four tries, but I got the spell to manifest for a massive chunk of a hundred mana, more than any other spell I had.

Spell Learned: Create Scroll

Exp +30 (13,624/30,755)

There it was. It took a chunk of mana, but Terra did her job, twining around my ankles so I was quick to regain it. Even so, I’d drained my mana to empty by the time I made two scrolls of each spell in my spell book including the Create Scroll spell, and that was with Terra’s constant attention. I could only make the basic spells, but it was something. The scrolls could be cast by anyone who had the mana, or they could be written into a magic-user’s spell book.

“I think we have enough wood,” Dom broke into my meditation when I was only half refilled.

When I looked up, my eyes widened. I’d never seen my husband buff. Those were honest to goodness muscles on that man. That was leather armor stretched near to bursting and I cast Repair on it just to try not to drool. Dang. I mean, I didn’t care what he looked like. I loved him. But, dang! I was suddenly reminded that I had sixteen-year-old hormones all over again. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.

“Are you alright?” Dom asked, setting down the hatchet just inside the door.

I looked down to see the blood-spattered table. “Oh, this?” I shrugged. “I’m just trying some new spells.”

“Is that your blood,” his tone held concern.

“Um, yeah, but it’s good. I did good,” I didn’t have words. You would think with my level of intelligence that I could have more or better words, but he had just come in fresh from chopping wood looking like his body had walked in off of a Fireman’s calendar.

“You don’t sound okay,” he obviously hadn’t noticed the physical differences in himself because he still walked in that awkward way that let my heart slow down its annoying racing. Ugh.

“I’m fine,” I ground out, casting Clean at my table as if it was what upset me. I took a deep breath and shoved a scroll at him. “Here, this is a Clean spell. See if you can write it into your spell book.”

“How?” he asked, and I cast Clean on him as he got close to me. He had been chopping wood in a black leather outfit and while it wasn’t hot, temperature-wise, it would be after chopping wood for probably over an hour. At least that had cleared my mind of its stupid love-sick haze. I had the derogatory thought that I was like a love-sick teenager when I realized that was exactly what I was. Ugh again.

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “I’ve always made up my own spells. Maybe just cast it and see if it ends up in your spell book. That’s how I got most of my recipes.”

“Uh, huh,” Dom didn’t trust my explanation and I didn’t blame him. Things didn’t work for him the way they worked for me so it probably wouldn’t work that way. I knew he wanted to go off somewhere and try it out. He hated to try something new in front of someone. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust me, it was that he didn’t want to look like a fool. It was a deep-set flaw that we’d never overcome.

“Go on.” I shoved a pile of scrolls into his hands and waved him away with annoyance, another thing that helped shut up my unwelcome hormones. “I have other work to do. If you screw any of them up, I can make more.”

“With your blood?” he mumbled, and I tried to temper my attitude.

“Have you seen my health?” I pointed out, laying out another set of pages to infuse. He wouldn’t understand my mood and I really didn’t want him to. I didn’t know what it meant to be married to a man who could stop traffic in a gunny sack. That was going to take some getting used to for me. I didn’t even wonder if he felt anything like that about me. That’s how short-circuited my brain went.

His head cocked to the side like when I’d said something he didn’t understand. I knew he was just thinking about it. We’d had a hundred fights about that look. His face said he thought I was crazy for whatever I’d just said. His mind was just trying to figure out what I was saying.

Just so you know, I refuse to put the romance tag on this book. My husband and I have a normal loving relationship. We are not falling in love. We are just stuck in bodies with stupid hormones that make me think very inappropriate things for my daughter to be reading. And those bodies are very hot versions of what we knew and already loved in each other. Can we just leave it at that? Good. Thanks. For a minute, I thought this was going to get weird. Don’t get weird on me and I won’t get weird on you.

“If you finish that, will you go to Chester’s shop and see if he has any more blank paper with or without binding?” I asked, ignoring the look as ten years of marriage and two years of marriage counseling had taught me to do. “I need another thirteen points in this spell before I can get what I really want and I’m at,” I did some quick math in my head, “an average of three pages per point. I’m short about forty pages.”

Intelligence +1

“And that’s how you get your intelligence score up,” I quipped to myself.

“Sure,” Dom shook his head at me and climbed up into one of the lofts. It was another disconnect between Dom’s physical expression and what he meant. His head might have been saying no, but he would get me my paper once he’d figured out the spell thing on his own.

I put aside my scroll stuff and took a break to start a few batches of potions. It helped me get my thoughts back under control. It had been a few incarnations since I’d had the luxury of churning out batches of anything in a kitchen. I let the routine wash over me. I was setting out glass vials on the counter when Terra disappeared with a mental squeak.

“Terra?” I called out, concern making me say it out loud.

“She’s up here,” Dom called back with a laugh.

“I’m fine,” Terra groused from the loft. “Tell the oaf to warn me next time.”

“I heard that,” Dom entered our mental conversation.

“Oops!” Terra leapt from the balcony and onto the table making my scroll-making supplies rattle.

“You heard that?” I asked Terra in our mental link, testing to see if Dom could hear me also.

“I did,” Terra and Dom both answered.

“Isn’t that interesting,” Dom commented, but his voice was fading from the link.

“If he can hear my thoughts all the time, we’re in big trouble,” I whispered out loud to Terra.

“And it’s gone again,” he announced, poking his head over the edge of the loft.

“Hey!” Terra meowed both in my head and out loud, her outside voice coming from the loft again. “I said to warn me!”

“Nice,” Dom grinned like a maniac. “I hear you again!”

I waited for the spell to fade again and could almost feel when he left our link. Unlike my oafish husband, I warned Terra and then summoned her to the tabletop.

“Does it work the other way?” I asked Terra in our link.

“I don’t think so,” Terra admitted, giving her paw a nervous lick.

“Hey!” Dom called out again, casting the spell again. “Give her back. I need the mana recharge more than you do.”

“I’m not a mana battery, you oaf!” Terra hissed at him and darted away like the cat she was.

“But,” Dom started.

“She’s a cat and sentient, Dom,” I shook my head at him with a stern look. “Don’t take away her choice just because you don’t want to sit still and rub your hands together.”

“Rub my hands together?”

“You should give him a rabbit pelt,” Terra gave a little hiss toward the loft, then lifted her leg and began to clean in a way she knew disturbed me. I cast a Clean on her and shooed her off the table. Realizing that I hadn’t told Dom about the friction trick of getting mana back, I took the time to teach him what I knew of mana, spells, and mana manipulation. It didn’t give him the mana manipulation skill, but he did duck his head back into the loft to do the rest of his spell work alone.

I was halfway through potions when he came down. He shuffled through the spells on the table and took a few of them and tucked them into his inventory.

“Can I help?” he offered.

“Yep,” I answered, more because it would increase his Alchemist profession and therefore his health and mana than that it would help me out. I had him help me pour out potions. He’d gotten the healing and cleaning spells, so I let him charge the potions and clean up the workbench.

“So much better than a dishwasher,” Dom commented about the cleaning spell.

“I know, right?” I was happy to pass on the cleaning.

“The spells had about a twenty percent failure rate for going into my spell book once I got the hang of it,” he told me as we worked.

“That’s not bad,” I capped the first potion, showing him how as I did it.

“You’re going to have to show me how you created the scrolls,” he capped and sealed the mana potions while I did the healing ones. “I can’t seem to get it right without whatever it is you were doing with the blood, and I don’t have the health pool yet to fumble around with that one.”

“No worries,” I blew out a breath, happy to be finishing up the potions. “You’ll get there.”

“I see what you mean about the professions,” he made conversation as we worked together. “I got up to level four on Woodsman and my health got healthier. It also upped a few of my brawn stats.”

“You don’t still have Brains, Brawn, and the rest of the dumbed down version of the character sheet, do you?” I asked, worrying that I’d forgotten to warn him of more things that I forgot from the beginning.

“I turned that off almost immediately,” he said, leaning back to scratch Terra in a less needy way. She’d warmed back up to him when we hadn’t continued the tug-of-war. “There’s a button at the bottom of the character sheet that allows you to toggle between them.”

“What’s your level?” I asked, half-distracted.

“I’m about to hit level three,” he answered, “maybe four more skill ups will do it.”

“I’ll let you clean up the rest then.” I shook out my hands to bleed off a little mana. I cast a low version of my poison on both of us just to watch the health drain. “Cast enough heal spells on that to level up before you cast Cure Poison.”

“I don’t quite have enough mana,” he complained, quickly trying to cast Heal. Terra twined around his feet, and he nearly stumbled.

“Welcome to Dexterity and Constitution training,” I laughed.

He gave a great heavy sigh and a little glare, but he juggled my challenge like a champ. I was glad. I’d been worried that him coming here was as much of a mistake as bringing Kat, but he wasn’t rash like she’d been. He wasn’t rushing to third level just to take a Nemesis Quest. He… my eyes glittered with tears. I missed her so much it was like a punch in my gut. I blinked them back. This wasn’t about her right now. I had to ruthlessly push it from my mind.

How did I do that? She was everything good in my life. Kat was a beautiful culmination of everything I’d hoped she could be. Insecurity hit me when I thought of her. Hadn’t I been good enough of a mother? Sure, she was rash, but she was less so than most teenagers I’d known. Did I just have blinders when it came to her? Of course I did, but shouldn’t I be allowed that?

“What?” Dom asked me, and I noted that his mana bottomed out as he cured the last of the poison.

I told him about Kat’s incarnation here in the game as we packed up a dozen each of mana, health, and preservation potions into one of the little wooden boxes the vials had come in. I told him how she’d taken the Nemesis Quest and all the reasons she’d had in her mind.

“Kat is going to be a force,” he told me gently.

“But she’s brilliant and,” I choked off, so that he stopped what he was doing to hold me.

“And she’s young,” he whispered into my hair.

“And she died in front of my eyes,” I forced myself to say. “I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t protect her. One moment she was alive and amazing and everything and the next…”

“I’m sorry babe,” he let me cry it out, petting my hair.

“I killed them all,” I whispered.

“Good,” he ground out, and only then did I notice that his voice had gotten rough.

“I killed that boy so fast that his crazed eyes didn’t even close,” I told my sins to the one person I knew wouldn’t condemn me for it. “I don’t even remember how. One moment he held her dead body, and the next moment I was shoving his body away from her. I cast Heal so many times. When it didn’t help, I haunted the sewers.” I told him about every death, every whimper, every plea for mercy that I ignored.

When I was done, he held me long enough for my sobs to quit, then he whispered so low that it felt like it was in my own mind. Maybe it was. “Let’s go do it again. You and me.”

“One more time,” I breathed out and breathed him back in.

“Fun times,” he assured me in a way only he could. “Thanks for inviting me to the party. Can’t wait.”

He meant it. Fizzbarren had not understood what he’d unleashed in bringing me to this messed up world. I realize now I had taken to calling the world a game. I’d had to. I could win a game if it meant killing a hundred NPCs and then I’d release the real people who still wanted out. Only then could I fix it all. It wasn’t enough to destroy it all. I’d fix it. And then I’d burn every book every written by the asshole who had killed our daughter.

“Can you take these to Chester?” I asked Dom, normalcy back in control. It was as close to normal any of my family was ever going to get and it was only a façade over the minds that existed underneath. “I’ve got to get to level forty on that Create Scroll spell before we teach Lily anything.”

Lily and Chester were how I could still think of myself as the good person in the story. As long as I could take care of them and get them out of it, somehow it was all worth it. Well, it was as long as Kat was still alive. Kat being alive made it worthwhile to endure. Lily and Chester were what made me the good guy instead of the bad guy. And there was no way I was letting some hack of a bad writer win. Even I could write better than that.

“I’ll stay and watch, then take it over to Chester,” Dom suggested, and I nodded. That made sense. At least I could trust Dom to make sense. “Maybe I’ll stop in and meet Lily.”

“You could stop in the tavern and meet Mabel too, if she’s up this early,” I suggested, slitting my palm to dump some blood into the bowl. It felt late, but I could tell by the light that filtered through the skylight windows that it wasn’t even midday yet.

“That is disturbing,” Dom admitted, his attention on the table where my blood was still dripping across blank pages.

“Sorry?” I didn’t even pause in my work. Dom watched as my concentration got intense, but I didn’t notice when he left. We were in sync. I didn’t have to know where he was to know that he was as motivated as I was to rewrite Fizzbarren’s destiny.
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                Dom and I met up for lunch with Chester and Lily in their place above the shop. Luckily, I’d brought our lunch, serving up something out of my inventory. We ate meat pies that I’d saved from my old, freshened stew tucked into pie shells that were folded over for neat little pocket pies. I could carry stacks of twenty of each of them. I missed my pantry and wardrobe from the Eroomtsim loop, but I’d just have to be patient. We’d go through that dungeon soon enough, but Dom had to get to level ten first. I figured to get us both to level five or six on all these lovely professions, him to class level five, and then head out to the gnoblin dungeon to ten, and finally hit the Eroomtsim Castle dungeon until we couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Before I teach you any spells,” I told Lily, handing her the book I’d finally managed to make, “you need this spell book so that you can keep them all in order.”

“A spell book?” Lily’s eyes widened, and I understood why. “Where did you get this? I thought only the guild handed these out.”

“I wouldn’t show that to anyone else,” I warned her and Chester both before Chester got the idea that he could sell them in his shop. “It’ll naturally stay out of sight unless you purposely want to show it to someone, which you shouldn’t.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, running her fingers over the rough cover. It wasn’t pristine, but it would hold the spells she wanted. It was really just a rough pad of paper with the first page as a cover.

“I know it’s not pretty.” I felt bad that I hadn’t put more artistic flare to it.

“It’s precious,” Lily replied quickly.

“What do I owe you for it?” Chester blustered over his wife’s awe.

“A silver for the book and a copper for each of these,” and I handed him a stack of spell scrolls. “There are enough duplicates in case you don’t get a spell into your book on the first try. You can sell whatever Lily doesn’t copy into her book.”

“Spell scrolls?” Chester leafed through them.

“They’re all first level spells, but they should be good.” I shrugged.

“These will sell for several gold each.” Chester thumbed through a stack of over forty spell scrolls. “This is a fortune. I haven’t enough gold in the whole shop to pay you for these.”

“That’s okay.” I waved his awe away uncomfortably. “Pay me a copper each now and then whatever you think is fair once they sell. I trust you.”

“Here are your potions, as well.” Dom pulled the small crate out of his inventory and set it on the table too. Chester pulled back from the wealth on the table.

“Don’t fret, Chester.” Lily laid a delicate hand on his. “It will work out. We will simply put them out a few at a time.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, confused at Chester’s reluctance. He would normally try to sell the table out from under you while you were sitting at it.

“We can’t sell all this for you,” Chester blew out a breath and ran a hand through his unruly black hair.

“We want to,” Lily explained quickly, “but it would alert the merchant’s guild. These scrolls are far too valuable to sell in a little shop like ours.”

“I’m about to come back from Eroomtsim with treasure that will burst your store’s walls,” I argued, not because I thought they were wrong, but because I worried that I wouldn’t be able to sell much of anything if this was a problem.

“We could take that.” Chester lifted his hands palms up. “I can ship any extra treasure to the cities on the coaches, but the scrolls are as contraband as the spell book you’ve created. Without the seal of the Magic Guild, these scrolls will get us banned.”

“Politics?” Dom asked, a heavy sigh following his rhetorical question. “Even here?”

“If we sell unauthorized scrolls,” Lily went on, “we will not be given any magical merchandise that might be provided by the Magic Guild.” Lily pushed the scrolls back toward me. “Not that we get any magical items out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“Then buy them from me personally,” I said, pushing the scrolls back toward Lily. "Hear me out.”

Lily started to shake her head, but I took her hand. “Dom here is going to show you how to learn the spells, since he just learned the rest of these. You only pay for the ones you use, one copper a piece. Then I’ll take the rest to Siff with us and sell them there.”

“You’ll get in trouble for selling them in Siff,” Chester tried to warn me, but I shook my head.

“I have contacts in Siff who will buy the rest,” I assured them. I knew people in Siff, but the trick was going to be to sell them the scrolls and then kill them before they could report the sale.

A complicated set of looks were exchanged between Lily and Chester, but they finally agreed without more convincing. Chester took out a stack of coppers and we settled in to do some learning.

“You should take these,” Dom handed me a stack of three scrolls.

“What are these?” I asked, even as I was reading new spells.

“They are the spells I received with my spell book.” Dom gave me a smug smile.

“More spells?” My eyes widened, and I squealed with glee. I read the spells as Dom instructed Lily on how to transfer a spell from the scroll to the spell book. I barely paid attention, so excited about new spells that were nothing like what I’d experienced before. I didn’t care that they were low level. They were new variables.

The first spell was Lesser Disguise, and I was over the moon happy about it. It should have been a totally useless spell, but I knew just how we’d need to use it once we reached the cities. The second spell was a Lesser Glamour, and it looked almost like it might overlap with the previous spell. The final spell was called Shhh.

I had no idea how to transfer the spell into my spell book except to cast it, and while Dom was explaining it to Lily, my mind just didn’t understand what he was saying. Instead, I set out to figure it out myself, a new and exciting puzzle. I shifted my eyesight so that it blurred just slightly and reached into the scroll. The paper was saturated with blood that was saturated with Dom’s mana. I could tell that it was Dom’s mana because of the flavor I sensed and associated with it. It’s not like it tasted like toasted marshmallows, but like a person had to have a very sensitive palette to discern the layered differentiation in the mana itself.

If I were to state it in a very simple way, I ate the scroll, and it appeared in my spell book. If I were to state the truth, it was much more like my mana merging with the mana in the scroll so that it learned the shape of that other mana. Not only was the mana signature unique to Dom, but it was also unique to the spell itself. I lost myself in the sensation of it such that I nearly fell out of my chair as the spell manifested itself gloriously into my spell book.

“You look like you’ve just had really good sex,” Lily’s voice was teasing. I could tell that she had not had the same experience in copying a scroll. “I think I want to learn her way of doing it.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Dom gave a sardonic chuckle, amused at my drowsy, cat-ate-the-cream look. “Karma has a feel for this mana stuff that we mere mortals cannot comprehend.”

“Shut up, you." I sent a very half-hearted backhand at his arm. I felt almost drunk with it. I blinked my eyes several times before the real world came back into focus. “I need a drink before I do another one like that.”

“A stiff one?” Dom chided, his eyes suggestive.

“Ugh.” I took my scrolls and shoved away from the table with a playful wink back at him. “Don’t be gross.”

I did have to leave them. I didn’t want to be where they could see me so weak. It was like I’d done more than just learn the spell. I half-stumbled down the narrow stairway, slumping down on the bottom step. I’d chosen the Lesser Glamour spell first. I’d learned it without casting it, but now that I was alone, I cast it to see what it did.

Beauty +1 (temporary)

That is what it did at level one? I remembered an old movie and thought, “Tricky, tricky, tricky…” I sat on the bottom step and cast the spell again. It was a buff like my other one which meant that I couldn’t cast it over and over again on myself. I had to wait for it to wear off.

Figuring that the stairwell was as safe a place as any, I learned the next scroll the same way I’d learned the previous one. Again, I felt drunk, but knowing it was coming, I was ready for it. I now had the Lesser Disguise spell in my spell book, but again, I felt some understanding of the spell that I didn’t have for most of my other spells. I felt this way about my Spark and Poison spells, and maybe about the Lift Spirits spell, but not the simpler ones. There was something to it, and my mind would get around to telling me eventually.

Something in me just knew that the spells were different from one another. It was like knowing a person over the internet but never having met them in person. You knew them on the inside, but sometimes they weren’t what you thought they were. I knew these spells from the inside, but I’d yet to see what they could physically do. I learned Shhh, and then went to get that drink.

“Whatcha’ doing?” I found Mabel in the kitchen, and it looked like she was cobbling together something for the evening meal.

“Everything!” grouched a very frazzled Mabel. “I’ve got customers coming and they’re going to want to eat and drink and sleep. It ain't like I got any help until Marlo comes in and all she does is flirt and serve. Who’s going to do the rest? Just leave it all to Mabel, right?”

“I’ve got food for tonight, if you want it,” I broke into her raving, leaning against the door jam. Terra sauntered in around me to root around under the counters for the mice she knew were just waiting for her.

“Good old Mabel’ll do it all,” she sputtered on before she realized what I’d said. “Don’t be teasing old Mabel now!” Mabel wiped her meaty hands on her apron and strode toward me, a mix of threat and desperation in her eyes.

“Like this?” I met her at the kitchen’s center counter, pulling out a cauldron of gnoblin stew and two trays of hand-sized fruit pies. I cast the Lesser Glamour spell on Mabel, but it barely made a difference with her face all red and splotchy from her temper and efforts over the hearth.

“Gods save me, yes!” Mabel gave each an appreciative sniff.

“A silver each,” I stepped between Mabel and the goods. “Dom and I are to be paid for our work.

“A silver for both,” Mabel chewed out, her frugal nature making me roll my eyes.

“Throw in another copper for Terra’s mouse catching service and it’s a deal,” I countered.

“Deal,” she snorted, plopping a silver and a copper onto the counter with glee.

I stuck out my hand and cast a Clean on our general area before her hand hit mine to seal the deal.

“Now, I’ve only got to clean the linens, the stable and still have enough left in me to sling ale tonight,” she grumbled.

“It just so happens, Mabel, that I’ve got a deal for you,” I crossed my arms as she eyed me suspiciously. “You remember Dom, right?”

“Sure,” she agreed, like I was crazy to ask. “Wasn’t that him outside chopping wood this morning that woke me near to dawn?”

“Well, Dom and I are looking to earn a few extra coppers,” I lied. I wanted the professions, not the coppers, but Mabel wasn’t one to understand that. “And it sounds to me like you need a stable hand, maid, and maybe even a butcher if your larder is a little bare.”

“Maybe,” Mabel scoffed, turning away from me. “But I ain't rich enough to hire all them folk. It’s Mabel that does it all, it is.”

“Give me and Dom a copper each and we’ll be your stable hands, maids, and even butcher one of your pigs out there and stuff it in your brine in the pantry,” I offered.

“I told you, I ain't rich enough for all that,” Mabel waved back at me, not even turning to look.

“You could afford it if you made a little extra money on the side, right?” I wiggled the bait and had the satisfaction of seeing her pause.

“Didn’t I already tell ya, I ain't got time for your games. I got work to do,” but she’d turned back to listen to me.

“I’ll pay you four coppers to teach Dom and I how to sling ale and wait tables tonight,” I enticed.

“Four coppers?” and I could see that she was trying to do the math in her head and that it hurt.

“You’ll end up paying us six coppers for all the odd jobs, and we’ll give you back four coppers, and I’ll sweeten the pot by being the bard for the night.” I waited for her to haggle.

“I’ll do my part for six coppers,” she tried, but I could tell she would do it for less.

“Five coppers,” I countered, rapping my knuckles on the counter for emphasis. “And you pay me up front.”

“Done,” she snarled, sticking out her hand. I shook it and snarled back, even though I was smiling inside. If I smiled, she’d feel cheated. Once our hands broke apart, she flipped me a copper and we both let our smiles out.

Notifications flowed out like mana from heaven.

“Hey!” I heard Terra protest in my mind.

“I couldn’t warn you when you weren’t anywhere near me,” Dom said by way of apology in our link. I gave a laugh. “I just wanted to ask why and how I just became a cook, a stable hand, a maid and a butcher? I’m not complaining, mind you, but?”

“Mabel just hired us to do some chores,” I answered with a bigger laugh.

“I’m not a chat program either,” Terra groused. “I almost had that mouse!”

“Meet me in the tavern’s kitchen when you’re done playing with scrolls,” I told Dom, feeling the link start to fade.

“I’m almost done,” Dom said something more, but the link faded.

“I’m sorry, Terra,” I apologized for both of us and summoned her back to the kitchen, much to the chagrin of one very surprised mouse.

I went into the tavern and used my single copper on the ale that might help dull the ache in my head. I sat on the kitchen’s center counter and sipped my ale. Since I couldn’t watch a mirror for the results of either of the other two spells, I cast Shhh over and over again on Terra as she stalked a family of mice.

            

    
        Ch 42 - Banana Baby Buggies

    
    
    
    
                Shhh was a very useful spell, but I only got it up to five before Dom came in the back. I fumbled the spell as he leaned against the door frame. The mouse became quiet instead of Terra, but it didn’t do it any good because she caught it seconds later.

“That’s why she was so upset,” Dom nodded toward Terra’s enthusiastic snack. I just cringed and cast a Shhh on it so I wouldn’t have to hear the crunching of tiny bones. It didn’t silence it completely at this level, but I could almost ignore it.

“Ready to clean?” I asked him. I’d waited to do the chores together so that we’d both get the skills up and profession experience.

“With spells, right?” he asked, casting Clean at the pile of dishes.

“Of course,” I replied, casting Repair on the counters.

“What are you drinking,” he asked me, his Clean spell taking a few extra shots to finish the dishes.

“Ale,” I shrugged and handed him the cup.

“No thanks.” He held up a hand to stop me, using his other to cast the spells.

“How do you feel about figuring out how to butcher one of those not-pigs out back?” I asked him.

“Fine, but we should hit the forge in the next hour or two if we want to have any time to make anything.” He ran out of mana, and I saw that he’d taken up the same kind of twitch I’d done. He rubbed the fabric of a pouch that looked like he might have bought in Chester’s shop. Yes, it was rabbit fur.

“Pans!” I hopped off the cleaned and repaired center counter with excitement. “I almost forgot. I miss muffins and cakes. I can’t wait to make cupcake pans.”

“We might as well finish cleaning up this place first.” He gave the pantry a curious look and I was reminded that this was the first time he’d seen this place. “Chester is hovering over Lily as she learns the spells. She doesn’t have a big mana pool, so it takes a bit for her to take them all in.”

“I didn’t think of that.” I brushed some ash back into the fire pit with my boot and then cast clean on the boot, inadvertently emptying the hearth of ashes.

“It’s okay,” he shrugged and peeked through the curtain into the tavern. “She learned that Lift Spirits spell first, so it was the hardest one.”

I shoved a few logs of wood into the hearth and lit them up with a dimmed down version of Flare.

“This lead up to the rooms?” he asked, pointing up the narrow stairs by the hearth.

“Yeah.” I cast a Clean at the hearth that I’d just disturbed, content that the new wood would put enough coals back in the hearth for a proper bank of the fire tonight. I didn’t know why I cared. Would it even matter? Was the world that realistic? These are the thoughts that plagued me as we trudged up the stairs.

Dom had the mana to clean one room before we needed to sit and rest. Needing the familiarity, I plopped down on the bed in my old room. Dom closed his eyes and leaned back to meditate, but I had plenty of mana, so I scooted over so I could use the mirror and play with the new spells.

The Lesser Disguise spell only slightly altered a single part of my face at this low level. I didn’t care because I could feel where it would go when it got higher. The Lesser Glamour was harder to work with, but if I focused on it, I could change my hair or eye color with the Beauty bonus. As I changed what it modified, it allowed me to cast it more often.

“What are you doing?” Dom interrupted my mirror play time.

“I’m practicing the spells you gave me,” I replied excitedly.

“I can see that,” he waved a hand at my now black hair.

“The red is too conspicuous in a crowd,” I pointed out logically, changing the color of my eyes to a muted grey. With a giggle, I changed his hair so that it was straight instead of super curly. Not liking it, I changed it back.

He gave a signature heavy sigh. “I don’t see the use to these things that you do,” he admitted.

“It’s easier to see things like that when you know where we’re going,” I said softly.

“I just realized that this is the first time I’ve stopped doing something all day.” He laid his head back against the wall. His comment made me think.

“I remember the first time I was in this room,” I let myself stop next to him. I knew what he meant about stopping. It was easier to get caught up in it all than it was to stop, at least for me. I told him about first meeting Sammi as I practiced the disguise and glamour spells. I told him about begging for my family first, but then finally getting Terra. Dom smiled when I talked about how flustered I’d made Sammi in that first meeting.

When Dom started casting Clean again, he noted that the spell had leveled up. He was right. We’d worked through breakfast and lunch and then I’d rushed him right into the next job. It was important to level him up, but I had to be careful not to push him too hard. Dom had a habit of overworking himself or stopping altogether. As we worked through the rooms, I told stories about Sammi and Mabel and Beau. Dom loosened up again, laughing at his old friend Beau more than he probably should have. Then again, Dom wasn’t the nice guy Beau and his crowd had thought he was.

We cleaned the tavern and all its rooms and headed out to the stable, my stories having him laughing at the sort-of horse, the not pigs, and the frog-tongued goats. It only took one smack on the tongue by Dom to discourage the lick-from-a-yard-away habit of the goat-dachshunds. When we got to the outhouses, Dom got the next level of Clean. I got my next level of the Clean spell when we slaughtered the not-pig, which was a lot harder than I’d have thought. We chopped up the meat haphazardly and dumped the chunks in the brine barrel of the tavern’s pantry. If it hadn’t been for the Preservation spell and being able to Repair a roast into a proper shape, we’d have gotten nothing for the whole experience.

We were making a tanning rack for the pigskin out of the wood Dom had chopped that morning when Chester finally came out. He detoured from heading to the forge and met us out at the very rickety rack. I’d found that we only really needed to get a basic shape for my Repair to work the object into what I wanted it to be. Dom’s Repair only helped something go back the shape it had been to start.

“You think that contraption will hold that pig skin?” Chester gave us a dubious look.

“Yes,” I said, casting the Repair spell at it. It transformed into a perfectly beautiful tanning rack.

“Holy!” Chester exclaimed and I preened. “Can you make me a few of those?”

“Copper!” I demanded, holding out my palm for payment.

“Sold,” Chester placed the copper in my palm and Dom shook his head at me as we both got Woodworking and Carpenter boosts.

“Ready for us?” Dom asked a goggling Chester.

“Just need to warm up the forge,” he gave a shrug and looked up at the sun which was still a good two hours above the mountain’s edge.

“I can help.” I rubbed my hands together playfully.

My stories seemed to have given Dom a second wind. He cast the Breeze spell as I cast the Flares until the forge was hot enough for Chester’s expert eye. I ruined two sheets of metal before I made something that even my Repair spell could make into muffin pans. I paid Chester a silver to sell me the pan. What I really did was sell it to Chester as a lumpy sheet of scrap metal, cast Repair on it, and had him sell it back to me as a muffin tin. What it got me was the profession of merchant and that was an odd way of going around the block to get it. At least it did when we did a bunch of versions of that transaction. Then we got the Merchant profession for Dom the same way.

“You out sang Beau?” Dom queried, banging out something that almost looked like a dagger.

“Not really,” I admitted, heating up a blob of something that I was hoping to turn into a horseshoe. I didn’t need a horseshoe and nothing I could make would fit the horse out back, but I wanted something easy to get my skill up. It turned out that a horseshoe wasn’t easy.

“She got him to give up before the song was even over,” Chester put in, and I wondered that he remembered. He hadn’t last time.

“Beau just gave up?” Dom asked, knowing that was very un-Beau-like.

“We played a game of chicken and I won,” I summed it up, more focused on my blob than the conversation. “He thought he had enough health to get to the end of the song, and I thought he didn’t.”

“We didn’t see anything but the bard giving up,” Chester told Dom, correcting Dom’s posture over the anvil.

“The Poison spell?” Dom asked.

“You used poison?” Chester stopped to stare at me.

“I offered to heal him if he conceded, so he conceded,” I pulled out my blob and watched it wobble at the end of the stick it was on.

“It’s best you don’t tell anyone else that story,” Chester warned. Dom moved his dagger-ish thing to the forge to warm it up as I took my blob to the anvil. I hammered it for some skill points, but I knew I really didn’t want to do anything with it.

“Why?” I asked, hammering it flat as Dom quenched his blade in a barrel of oil.

“The use of poison has penalties.” Chester checked the temper on Dom’s new dagger, his file skating across the blade.

“I didn’t kill him with it,” I reasoned, finally finding a shape that could be useful in my bit of metal. I hammered a thin wedge, rounded at the top and flatter at the bottom.

“Death isn’t prohibited,” Chester explained, handing the dagger back to Dom. “Just poison.”

“This is new,” Terra piped up, her game of chasing small embers having grown boring as soon as she’d found that catching those embers singed her fur.

“I know poison potions are black market items, but using poison is against the law too?” I asked, trying to keep my wedge thin and still rounded like the peel of an orange wedge.

“Prison sentence,” Chester nodded, directing Dom to the grinder that was much better than the one in the gnoblin dungeon.

“Is someone going to come out here to arrest her?” Dom paused his play with his dagger to ask.

“I doubt it,” Chester shook his head.

“You don’t look too concerned,” Dom said in our link, summoning Terra after a quick warning.

“It’s Fizzbarren being Fizzbarren,” I blew out a breath on the metal, pretending to be focused on my work instead of our mental conversation. “When he doesn’t like something, he finds a very shallow way to circumvent it.”

“He wanted her to find out,” Terra put in, for once not complaining about being used as a communication device.

“Then he could be reading what we’re thinking so keep the shock to a minimum.” It was as blatant as we’d been in talking about Fizzbarren or thinking about him. I could only hope that Sammi, the Quill and the engine were on my side enough to redact the conversation but that wouldn’t hold up if Fizzbarren was watching closely enough so I shut my mouth mentally and physically on the subject.

“I know what I want to do with this,” I announced, changing the topic as calmly as I could. “With a little glue and some judicious use of Repair, we could have steel-toed boots!”

“Sounds good,” Dom agreed out loud, letting the mental connection slide away.

“Steel toes?” Chester asked, so I pulled off my boots to show him what I meant. I didn’t touch the hot metal to my boots, but he got the idea when I held it over the outside.

“I’ve got some glue I use on the handles,” Chester nodded, rummaging in the workbench as we exchanged pointed looks over his head.

We didn’t leave the forge until well after dusk, and when I noticed the time, I rushed us to the tavern for our night gigs. Mabel gave me a frown as I scurried in. Only then did I realize that I was covered in soot, and I only realized because Dom was worse than I was. I patted down my clothes while casting a Clean that covered us both. Dom and I both cast Lesser Glamour and I could only hope that we looked presentable as I didn’t think Mabel was going to wait for us to go upstairs for a quickie before we started work.

I pressed my lips together to hide my smile. There was just something about annoying Mabel that made me happy. I waved at a few of the adventurers who waved back as Dom and I strode over to the bar and Mabel’s adorable scowl.

“You,” she pointed at me, “take up that tray and serve the table that just walked in while I teach this one how to pour an ale.”

Dom rolled his eyes behind Mabel’s back, causing Terra to giggle from her perch on a stool near the central fire pit. I think Dom got the comedy skill just from making faces behind Mabel’s back while she instructed on each type of brew that they had along the back wall. I’d only ever seen her serve ale to the adventurers, but if it made her feel important to think her job was tough, more power to her. I itched to make a proper pina colada just to show her up, but I was stuck plopping ales in front of adventurers that I knew I could kill in a minute. I sighed and did the job to get the profession boosts.

I thought of the almond syrup I’d made that morning and the banana thing we’d squished for the pancake flavoring. I ducked into the kitchen and out the back door to our place to rummage around in our pantry for ten minutes before I headed back for my turn at the bar. I nodded while Mabel pointed and I took note of a jug she called vodka and another darker one she called rum.

“I’ve got an idea,” I announced loudly to Mabel who scowled at my interruption.

Dom gave me a look as he slowly lugged another tray of the abhorrently boring ale. I just grinned and banged a metal mug on the bar to catch everyone’s attention.

“I’m going to pour a drink into this tiny little glass.” I held up a shot glass. “It’s going to taste like banana pie and… and… if you can drink four of them and still say the phrase… double baby buggy bumpers five times without slurring, the four drinks are on me.”

A cheer went up around the room. What can I say? I was in a mood. Mabel scowled and tried to get me to shut up, but I got up on the bar to continue.

“But,” I yelled out over the sound of them loudly making their way to the bar, “if you slur or pass out or somehow fail to say double baby buggy bumpers five times very clearly at the end of it, you owe me a silver for the drinks!”

A roar answered my challenge. I jumped back down as they ribbed each other and a few of the higher levels were goaded to the front of the queue. Dom watched me shaking his head. We’d seen Coyote Ugly together. It was worth it just for the fun.

“If they spew all over my tavern, you’re cleaning it up,” Mabel threatened me, her hands waving around like I’d set the inn on fire. I hadn’t this time any more than I had the last time.

“How much for both those jugs of the vodka and rum?” I asked, doing some quick math in my head, and hoping I had enough to cover it. I was running low of my gnoblin dungeon money with all these deals I was making.

“Two gold,” she blustered.

“Bullshit,” I countered. “One gold max.”

“Fine,” she brushed me off and handed me the two jugs as I handed her my last gold.

“You know the phrase is rubber baby buggy bumpers, right?” Dom said into my ear as I mixed the drink.

“Like they know the difference?” I countered. I shook the contents in a pitcher I barely managed to cover with a rag-covered wooden plate. I gave the concoction a taste and added a bit more banana and shook it again.

When I was done, I lined up a row of every shot glass in the house and poured it out as I shouted out the rules. “Here’s how it’s done! You take a shot, toss it back like this,” and I downed the first shot like a pro, casting Cure Poison on myself as I did it. I already knew that it countered the worst of the alcohol, but it didn’t block all of it. “And then the next until you’ve downed four in a row like this.” I downed another three and almost couldn’t get the spell out around the daze of the third one. “Then you say it, double baby buggy bumpers, double baby buggy bumpers… five times and you win!!”

I shoved four shots forward and yelled, “Who’s first?!”

It tasted vaguely like banana pie, not that any of them managed to complain about the taste when they’d done a few. Ten tried the game, two of which passed out after the last shot, three of which managed to say the phrase once, three of which immediately threw up, one of which managed to say it twice without flubbing the line and one of which actually beat the game. He passed out a half hour later after being showered with several celebratory ales from his buddies.

I let Dom cast Cure Poison on everyone who tried it, but only after they’d lost or passed out. They also didn’t notice us casting a lot of spells all over the house. Most of the participants were at least half-carried to rooms upstairs within an hour of our fun and games. The rest settled back for a quiet evening of food and moderate ale consumption.

Dom and I finally got our own dinner an hour after that, a dinner that no one interrupted. Marlo delivered ales on the house from Mabel, both of which I drank because Dom didn’t care for the stuff. He did drink one of my banana shots, but only because I dumped the shot into a whole mug full of banana juice. He still drank it slowly. Where was an ice spell when I needed it?

You’ve probably noticed that I stopped including the near-constant stat, skill, and profession updates on every other line. I’ve been saving it for the end of this chapter. It’s a surprise, so just sit back and enjoy the story until we get there. Then I’ll give those of you who like stat stuff and numbers a lovely little surprise of character sheets for both Dom and I. For those who don’t care much for those things, you can just skim through the final reveal of what Dom and I managed to accomplish in one day.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish

Level: 12 (16,584/30,755)

Profession: Cook (Level 6: 330/2700), Blacksmith (Level 4: 100/1200), Storyteller (Level 4: 80/1200), Teacher (Level 4: 50/1200), Alchemist (Level 3: 100/800), Carpenter (Level 3: 50/800), Singer (Level 3: 40/800), Bartender (Level 2: 20/500), Maid (Level 2: 20/500), Butcher (Level 1: 20/300), Leatherworker (Level 1: 20/300), Merchant (Level 1: 20/300), Seamstress (Level 1: 20/300), Stablehand (Level 1: 20/300), Tanner (Level 1: 20/300), Waitress (Level 1: 20/300), Woodsman (Level 1: 20/300)

Health: 4335/4335

Mana: 4641/4641

Intelligence: 44

Will: 47

Strength: 42

Constitution: 43

Charm: 40

Beauty: 17

Perception: 43

Dexterity: 51

Luck: 46

Skills: Blacksmithing (52), Dodge (46), Identify (45), Knife Fighting (43), Cooking (38), Meditation (38), Leatherworking (37), Duel Wielding (28), Bartering (27), Multiple Foe Combat (26), Piercing (26), Storytelling (25), Woodworking (23), Alcohol Tolerance (22), Mana Manipulation (19), Singing (19), Intimidation (17), Comedy (16), Kick (16), Sewing (14), Unarmed Combat (13), Dancing (12), Flirting (12), Grapple (12), Sneak (12), Manic Charge (9), Teaching (9), Barricade (7), Disarm (7), Poison Resistance (4), Tanning (3), Skinning (2), Slashing (2), Milking (1), Swordplay (1)

Spells: Cleanest (66), Blast (60), Poisoned Mana (56), Repair (53), Healer (43), Create Spellbook (41), Mana Vision (37), Preservation (26), Buff (22), Casting Stone (16), Cure Poison (16), Soft Breeze (16), Moisten (15), Lift Spirits (12), Summon Witch’s Familiar (12), Lesser Disguise (11), Lesser Glamour (8), Shhh (6)

Recipes: Too many, Besides, you’re not really paying attention to this, are you? You’re skimming… like a college student.

 

Name: Dom

Class: Serial Killer

Level: 4 (690/1200)

Profession: Alchemist (Level 2: 100/500), Blacksmith (Level 2: 100/500), Carpenter (Level 2: 50/500), Cook (Level 2: 30/500), Maid (Level 2: 30/500), Teacher (Level 2: 20/500), Woodsman (Level 2: 20/500), Bartender (Level 1: 80/300), Butcher (Level 1: 60/300), Leatherworker (Level 1: 40/300), Merchant (Level 1: 20/300), Stablehand (Level 1: 20/300), Tanner (Level 1: 20/300), Waiter (Level 1: 20/300), 

Health: 850/850

Mana: 825/825

Intelligence: 16

Will: 17

Strength: 20

Constitution: 14

Charm: 15

Beauty: 12

Perception: 19

Dexterity: 22

Luck: 18

Skills: Flirting (18), Meditation (16), Identify (14), Cooking (13), Blacksmithing (11), Woodworking (6), Dodge (4), Intimidation (4), Leatherworking (4), Poison Resistance (4), Skinning (4), Tanning (4), Bartering (3), Teaching (3), Comedy (2), Grapple (2), Hide (2), Sneak (2), Piercing (2), Unarmed Combat (2), Alcohol Tolerance (1)

Spells: Clean (22), Basic Repair (20), Shhh (16), Basic Heal (15), Spark (10), Summon Witch’s Familiar (10), Mild Poison (6), Soft Breeze (6), Lesser Disguise (4), Lesser Glamour (4), Moisten (4), Casting Stone (3), Cure Poison (3), Lift Spirits (3), Minor Buff (3), Create Scroll (2), Freshen (2)

            

    
        Ch 43 - Kindling Our Instincts

    
    
    
    
                We were about seventy skill points from Dom’s next level, and while we had the professions that boosted his health and mana a lot, what we didn’t have were fighting skills. We got up and dressed, and then did most of Mabel’s chores. I wasn’t short of money, but the chores around the tavern and stable really helped to get our professions up even more. We couldn’t clean the guest rooms since several adventurers were still sleeping off their hangovers. Still, we got breakfast and dinner started at the tavern hearth, cleaned the stables, scraped our tanning pigskin, and chopped about a cord of wood.

Skill Learned: Milking

Cleanest +5

Repair +2

Cooking +3

Dodge +1

Flirting +3

Sneak +1

Tanning +1

Teaching +2

Woodworking +2

Exp +190 (16,774/30,755)

Intelligence +3

Will +2

Strength +6

Constitution +2

Charm +4

Perception +2

Dexterity +1

Luck +1

Not bad for a few hours of chores. A nice bonus was that chopping wood gave a meager amount of experience toward Woodworking as a skill and Carpenter as a profession. The carpentry came from splitting the wood and then casting Repair to make some short planks that were rougher than the tavern’s kitchen counters. It wasn’t a lot, but every bit helped. I was more impressed with the Strength boosts.

I think maybe I didn’t mind the chores because Dom made the time go so much faster. Working side by side doing simple chores actually helped us get in sync with the rhythm. Terra had a blast chasing mice. She said they didn’t have a lot of experience, but they were tasty. In my mind, at least for a few hours, I could imagine that we were living the simple life together.

Dom managed to help me cook up a small batch of poison at the cottage just for fun. I didn’t care about Fizzbarren’s new laws against the use of poison. It had very good training uses and I was going to use it. I couldn’t get Cure Poison and Poison Resistance up if I didn’t get poisoned. We were learning to catch the first signs of poison and neutralize it early so it did less damage. We only poisoned each other’s lunch, not the tavern’s meals.

Cure Poison +2

Poison Resistance +4

Exp +60 (16,834/30,755)

Constitution +3

“After lunch, let’s try some sparring,” I suggested as I let my health drop a bit more before curing it. Each bump I let my health go down was a possible point for Poison Resistance.

“That sounds fun." Dom was casting Clean on the counters to burn off some mana we’d built up while cooking. His tone wasn’t enthusiastic, but I knew better. He’d cured his poison before mine.

“Which of us is going to be the tank?” Dom asked.

“I will,” I answered easily, thinking that his build was more suited to the backstab.

“I’ve got to see this,” he challenged me, eyeing my daggers.

“Grab a sword and I’ll show you what I’ve been doing,” I told him. We had a pile of weapons that I had left over from the gnoblin dungeon. I had sold most of it to Chester, but I’d kept just enough for a personal arsenal.

Dom squared up against me, but I could tell he was dubious. That was okay. I could teach him to dance just like I’d done with the gnoblins. I watched him level the sword at me, keeping my eyes on his. I didn’t know how I knew what to do, but I did what felt right. I dropped my center of balance and let him come to me.

Dom took a first swing, halfheartedly. My peripheral vision showed his shoulder drop, and I batted his sword away with my left hand like it was a cat toy. I followed up with my right dagger slicing across his inner forearm.

Disarm +1

Exp +10 (16,844/30,755)

His sword clumped to the ground, and I grinned as his eyes widened a bit. I ducked under his guard and punched my fists into each of his armpits in a move so fast, he didn’t have time to realize I could have cut both of those underarm arteries.

I thought he’d be mad at first and I was ready to get mad right back at him for not taking me seriously, but instead a huge grin split his face. “That was awesome!”

I blinked, letting a slow smile answer him.

“That works in the dungeons?” he asked, casting a Heal at himself.

“Really well,” I admitted, casting my own heal.

I saw him mentally shrug off the sparring conventions of boffers and tournaments. It was like he’d been boxed up all his life and was finally stretching out of the civilized form he’d been forced into in our old world. I knew in that moment that he belonged here. Once we’d made it safer, we’d bring Kat and even my best friend over here, but as a family, this is where we would stay.

“Let’s try that again,” he took the sword back up. “This time don’t play nice. I have plenty of health.”

Sparring was more interesting than even I thought it would be. With all of Dom’s LARPing background, I’d expected him to scoff at my tactics which were all against boffering rules. Instead, he taught me moves that were also against tournament regulations. That’s not to say that we didn’t argue about tactics, but that was just foreplay.

The essence of it was that we learned that we both had enough health to use real daggers and not pull punches. We poisoned the daggers for an extra boost to Constitution, Poison Resistance, and Cure Poison. I knew that we were being far more lethal to each other than the gnoblins would be, so I was satisfied with the practice. Sparring against each other was primal and marvelous, but the game of hide, sneak, and assassinate that Dom came up with was how I knew we’d all survive in our new world.

Skill Learned: Backstab

Skill Learned: Bashing

Skill Learned: Hide

Cure Poison +1

Healer +6

Repair +4

Backstab +7

Barricade +1

Bashing +3

Comedy +1

Disarm +5

Dodge +6

Dual Wielding +4

Flirting +4

Grapple +4

Hide +3

Identify +4

Kick +2

Knife Fighting +8

Manic Charge +1

Meditation +1

Piercing +5

Poison Resistance +4

Slashing +4

Sneak +7

Swordplay +3

Teaching +4

Unarmed Combat +2

Exp +900 (17,744/30,755)

Intelligence +2

Will +5

Strength +1

Constitution +6

Charm +4

Perception +6

Dexterity +7

Luck +8

“Look out,” came Chester’s frantic warning as I was sneaking up on Dom for a backstab.

It startled me enough for Dom to kick back and sweep my feet out from under me. “Thanks, Chester,” Dom called back with a wink to me.

Dom reached out a hand to help me up off the dusty area we’d been sparring in. We’d been playing hide and seek in a way. One of us would sit doing either meditating, leatherworking, or sewing and the other would try to sneak up on them. I’d finally learned that Dom was using the Shhh spell to keep from making the scuffing sound of our boots in the dry dirt and I was going to get him when Chester had called out.

“Yeah,” I drawled sarcastically, “Thanks Chester. We were practicing.”

“Oh, sorry,” Chester asked more than stated.

“It’s okay Chester.” Dom gave a charming smile, more relaxed than I’d seen him in our old world. This world really suited Dom. He practically glowed from what he considered a lovely afternoon of play. I suppose it was, but I harbored a little guilt that I hadn’t done this well with Kat.

Dom gave my shoulder a squeeze and cast a Heal and Clean on himself. Taking the hint, I did the same. We’d also found that now that we had the Merchant profession, we could buy and sell our leatherworking and sewing stuff to each other, so Dom got the Seamstress profession, and we got some more boosts.

“Ding,” Dom whispered in my ear, letting me know that he’d leveled up to five.

“Really?” I was excited because it meant we could finally get out of town and into a real dungeon where I could not only replenish my gold supply, but also level much faster.

“You have a ding on your weapons you want worked out?” Chester misunderstood our shorthand conversation.

“He leveled,” I explained, bouncing on the balls of my feet. I looked up to the sky and sank back on my heels.

“Congratulations,” Chester nodded to Dom.

“It’s not that late,” Dom noticed my look at the sky.

“So, Chester,” I considered the time as I spoke of something that had been on my mind for Chester. “Are there professional mercenaries or adventurers?”

“Adventurers are registered with the Adventurer’s Guild,” Chester answered squinting at the sun to try to see what we were watching. “Mercenaries can be hired in larger cities, I suppose, but I don’t think they have a guild.”

“So maybe I could get the Mercenary profession if I offered to protect the coach on the way to Siff?” I asked, only slightly concerned that I wasn’t registered with the Adventurer’s Guild. I couldn’t do any of that stuff officially until I was in a real town anyway.

“What if I offered to pay you to escort me through the Gnoblin Dungeon?” Dom held up a copper to me.

“I would do that for you,” I nodded, and there it was. Too easy.

Profession Earned: Mercenary

“Would you escort me through the Gnoblin Dungeon for a silver?” I asked Dom.

“I would be honored, m’lady,” Dom replied. I gave a shake of my head at his theatrics.

“What are you doing?” Chester looked between the two of us as if we were quite mad.

“What is your class, Chester?” I asked first, stooping to pick up the awful sewing project Dom had been working on when I’d sneaked up on him.

“I don’t have an adventurer’s class,” Chester admitted, looking down at his feet. “I’m a level four Merchant.”

“So, your profession is Merchant,” I explained, waving the sewing with my hands. “But aren’t you a blacksmith too?”

“True,” he nodded his head. “I’m a level three Blacksmith.”

“And that gives your health a boost to be both, right?” I asked him, then held out the two pieces of fabric that Dom had barely managed to get to hang together. “But take this and do a stitch or two of it.”

“I don’t sew,” Chester pushed the fabric back at me with a frown.

“Just try it,” I pushed it back into his thick-fingered hands.

Chester took the fabric and stabbed the needle through the fabric even worse than Dom had. I corrected only slightly, showing him how the fabric could be folded to let the needle slide through several layers at a time.

Teaching +1

Exp +10 (17,754/30,755)

That’s why.

“Now I will buy that little project from you,” I told Chester, holding out a copper, “for the bargain price of one copper.”

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (17,764/30,755)

“It’s hardly worth that,” Chester shook his head, ready to argue with me.

“Just sell it to her,” Dom smiled at Chester’s odd look.

“Paladins,” I muttered to Dom, who gave a single huff of a chuckle.

“Okay,” Chester handed me the sewing and took my copper.

My Merchant profession leveled, which was why I’d done it. I’d been very close to leveling that one and I’d only needed a little sale to make it happen.

“Hey,” Chester exclaimed. “I have a new profession and it’s increased my health a bit.”

Teaching +1

Exp +10 (17,774/30,755)

My teaching was up at level five. Every level in these professions helped a lot. Now that Dom and I had the Merchant profession, we could buy and sell stuff to each other but it seemed to lessen in efficiency the more we did it with each other. I handed the sewing back to Dom.

“If you’re worried about having sold us something substandard, you could buy it back from me for that same copper,” Dom oozed a charm that baffled me because he hadn’t had it at home. I hadn’t noticed the stats really changing me personally, but it made sense if I could let go of my old perceptions. I was stronger and could do more because of it. Dom was more charming than he’d ever been so it was only natural that he would use it.

“That would only be fair,” Chester handed the copper back to Dom, but didn’t take the sewing stuff. “And it was yours, so you keep it.”

“If you insist,” Dom tucked away the copper and sewing back into his inventory with a smile. I knew that he was happily looking at profession experience.

“Is there enough time to make it through the dungeon tonight?” Dom asked me as Chester headed over to his forge, shaking his head.

“Maybe,” I answered, trying to judge the time of day. “It wasn’t much earlier last time.”

“But we’d have to sleep in the dog bed,” Terra groused, rubbing up against first Dom and then me.

We opted to give ourselves a night of rest before we headed off to the dungeons. I got Dom his singing, dancing, and other entertainment skills and professions that night in the tavern and we were both satisfied that we were as prepped as we could be. Dom and I cooked up a few batches of food for Mabel to serve at the tavern while we were gone, but it was more that Dom was close to leveling his Cook profession.

I finally made a cake, complete with a lovely buttercream frosting that was both almondy and chocolate enough to satisfy even Dom’s sweet tooth. The butter had been made by Lily from the milk we’d gotten from the goats. The chocolate covered any odd goaty flavor.

“I have a gift for you Beryle,” I laid a single piece of decadent cake next to his nightly meal.

“I haven’t got coin for dessert, girl,” he argued at me gruffly.

“Then it’s a good thing it’s already paid for,” I gave him a thump on his slumped shoulder.

Beryle sent me a narrowed look like I was trying to trick him. I couldn’t blame him. I’d practically ignored him this loop. He snatched up his fork and whipped a bite of the cake into his mouth. I held my breath as he chewed slowly and let it out as he closed his eyes in bliss. That was worth it all. I couldn’t explain what I liked about the grumpy old coot, but I knew that bringing him a bit of pleasure once in a while was always worth it.

            

    
        Ch 44 - Dungeon Crawler Dom

    
    
    
    
                Darkburrow: Gnoblins Dungeon

Levels 5-15 

Recommended group size 3-4

Your group is not the recommended size for this dungeon. Do you wish to enter anyway? (Y/N)

“You ready?” I asked Dom.

“Yep,” he said, but I knew he didn’t mean it. He wanted to mean it, but he didn’t.

Dom – Level 5 (Health 2660/2660) (Mana 2128/2128)

Karma – Level 12 (Health 6174/6174) (Mana 6615/6615)

He was more ready than I’d been my first time through, but he was probably comparing himself to the current me, not past me. All those professions had given him thirty-three extra levels, but they had given me a total of fifty-one. It wasn’t as high as I’d been after my grinding in Eroomtsim, but it was more than enough for the gnoblins. His professional levels were higher than mine had been, but his stats were lower. Then again, he had me.

“There are three gnoblins just inside, so we’ll be fighting right away,” I told him even though he knew the plan. “They hit for less than twenty at their worst, so you’ve got plenty of room.”

“You sure I can’t do this alone the first time?” he asked, and I realized what the problem was. Dom didn’t want to fall on his face in front of me. We hadn’t fought anything but that two-headed squirrel on the way back to the cottage that first night.

“It’s just me,” I told him. “You can be anything in front of me and I’m not going to think less of you.”

He gave me a look that said he didn’t believe me. After more than ten years of marriage, this man still worried about what I thought of him. He didn’t worry about that with anyone else in his life. Just me. My heart melted a little.

“She might laugh at you,” Terra told us both unhelpfully, breaking our sweet little romantic moment. “But she’ll still love you.”

“Just hit yes,” Dom said with a sigh that could have rivalled his Breeze spell, as I pressed my lips together under dancing eyes.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 110/110)

I cast my double Blast, glad to have my spell back up over sixty. Terra tripped the poor thing and Dom slipped behind it for a backstab.

Gnoblin Pup – Level 5 (Health 30/110) – bleeding (-10 health/5 seconds)

Blast +1

Exp +10 (17,784/30,755)

It didn’t get a chance to swing at me because of Terra tripping it, so I let Dom finish it off with a throat slice.

You have killed a Gnoblin Pup – Exp +55 (17,839/30,755)

I could see the joy in his eyes as the gnoblin fell and felt an answering wave of pleasure, as if we were made for this. In a place where it paid to be able to kill quickly and efficiently, we were able to be the predators we both wanted to be, somewhere deep inside ourselves. It was a person I couldn’t be in front of Kat. In front of my daughter, I’d had to be an example of a good person, someone kind and loving at all times.

Our eyes met over a falling corpse, and I realized what I’d done wrong. Even alone, I’d been too far into my own head, wondering if I was doing it right or even if I was still a good person. With Dom, I reached into something more primitive, visceral. It responded to the same thing in him. We didn’t have to say anything. I loosened up and let myself be this.

We managed to sneak up on the next two. Poison didn’t stack, so I let him cast it first. I cast mine after him because while his only did around eight points of damage, mine did double that. It helped to get both our spells up while still doing the maximum damage. Before the two pups noticed us or the poison, we stepped up behind them. Our eyes met over the top of the gnoblins, Dom trying out his garrot for the first time.

Turns out that beheading a gnoblin is a fatal stroke.

You have killed a Gnoblin Pup – Exp +55 (17,894/30,755)

You have killed a Gnoblin Pup – Exp +55 (17,949/30,755)

“See?” I smiled at Dom to let him know that we were okay. “Easy peasy.”

“That was easier than I expected,” Dom spoke softly.

Dom hit his stride. I followed. We used everything in our arsenal at one point or another. This was one of the things I truly loved about Dom. He wasn’t opposed to repetitive work. Once he focused on a task, nothing else mattered. We didn’t just run that dungeon; we ran it out. When the King came after me, Dom stabbed it in the back and Terra ran under its feet. When the King turned on Dom, I double-blasted the Blast spell.

Stats for Dom skyrocketed under his intense barrage of the dungeon. When we faced a force too big to safely handle, I tempered that barrage with barricades, poison, and spells that allowed our bodies to rest. It was a slaughter the first time through the dungeon, easy the second time, and child’s play of comedic barbarism on our last run through.

“If you want to go in there again, you can do it alone this time,” I panted on the other side of the zone line. Dom didn’t even seem winded.

“You sure?” he asked me, and I could see that he wanted to do it.

“I’m maxed out,” I shook my head at him. I couldn’t go back into the dungeon at this point. I’d leveled out over the top of the dungeon’s max. We’d been doing the math just to get our Intelligence scores up and we’d done the grind on this dungeon to the tune of a little over two hundred thousand experience. I’d hit level sixteen and Dom was right behind me at level fifteen. There had only been sixty-thousand experience between us, and there was more than that between levels right now.

“It’s about twenty thousand experience per run,” Dom calculated out loud and I ran the numbers with him. “We’ve gone through ten runs and it’s midafternoon.”

“About that,” I agreed. “You’d need another three solo runs, and you’d catch up with me on experience.” Now that we were watching the levels fly by, we’d figured out the pattern. The distance from one level to another was one and a half the experience of the previous level. I was a little disappointed with myself that Dom had figured it out before me.

“I can do that by dusk,” he nodded. “What are you going to do?”

“I grabbed a bunch of crafting equipment on that last run,” I shrugged. “I could work on that, or I could go back to town and sell stuff. Depends on how fast you can get through.”

“Sell stuff?” Dom started dumping stuff out of his inventory, twenty trunks hitting the ground. “I’ll pick up another set of trunks on my next run while you sell.”

“Sure,” I agreed with only a small bit of reluctance. I automatically handed him a few gold for the trunks. An added benefit to our increasing Merchant profession was that we were starting to get a feel for what merchandise cost and the closer we got to the market price, the more experience we got for the profession. “I could run into some rabbits for more of that fur. I really like it for a bedroll idea I have.”

“Maybe we can do a run on that Eroomtsim Dungeon before we crash for the night,” Dom leaned over to give me a kiss as he ungrouped us. “Unless you want to crash at home tonight.”

“I could use a good meal and an ale,” I told him, a part of me looking forward to my version of pork and beans. How quickly the cottage had become home to him.

“I’ll meet you at the cottage then,” he suggested.

“Okay,” I agreed, looking up at the sun.

“You’re not worried about me out here alone, are you?” he checked with me. He was good about stuff like that. He’d have come with me if his absence would have worried me.

“No,” I laughed a little. I wasn’t worried about him in the slightest.

Dom – Level 15 (Health 7440/7440) (Mana 5394/5394)

Karma – Level 16 (Health 11,988/11,988) (Mana 11,016/11,016)

He gave me another kiss and disappeared into the dungeon. I had a moment of panic that belied my words. I’d thought I was okay with it. He was far higher than he needed to clear the dungeon and get home without my help. I let my mind ponder that as I picked up whole trunks and tucked them into trunks inside my inventory. You could put containers inside containers, but you couldn’t access the things that were nested inside the inside containers. I was just going to sell the whole lot of stuff to Chester.

I headed back to our little pitstop of a town, Terra at my heels.

“You are worried about him.” Terra leapt into a tree as soon as one was near enough to the path.

“I don’t think so,” I said, thoughtfully. “I think it was just a kneejerk reaction to him disappearing. For just a moment, I thought I was losing him like I had Kat and it triggered me.”

“Maybe.” But when I looked to where she’d been traipsing across branches, she was gone.

“Sorry,” Dom’s voice came into my mind and my natural moment of concern faded. “I just wanted to see if it worked between zones.”

I heard Terra give a sigh worthy of Dom, who chuckled at her.

“It does work,” I responded, keeping my tone relaxed, even though I didn’t feel it.

“You can summon her back.” Dom’s voice stayed longer in my mind now that we’d increased the Summon Familiar spell.

“You’re lucky that you know just where to scratch behind that ear,” Terra’s purr belied her rebuke.

“If you need her,” I started.

“It’s not that,” he replied, already distracted by his next thought. “It’s that I wanted to be able to summon her if we need to talk.”

“Why?” I asked.

“I am not a cell phone!” Terra protested.

“I was going to let you know when I finished the dungeon and was headed home.” He felt impatient at Terra’s dislike of being used.

“Terra,” I tried to mediate, “where would you rather be, for now?”

“I’m fine with Karma,” Terra sniffed. “Thank you for asking.”

“I can’t give you a warning if I’m nowhere near you,” Dom said by way of apology. “And we should be testing the spell’s range and limitations.”

“I suppose,” Terra didn’t sound convinced. “Are you two done using me?”

“We could let you walk back,” Dom suggested.

“Would you mind staying with Dom for a bit?” I asked her. “I’m not trying to use you, but it would be nice to know if anything goes wrong with him and you can tell me right away if you’re with him.”

Terra considered my worries more seriously than Dom’s excuses.

“I’ll stay with the oaf,” Terra capitulated with overdone reluctance. “That way he can warn me.”

“It’ll probably get your skills up faster to fight in there with him anyway,” I admitted, continuing down the path and farther from the dungeon.

“Are you sure?” Terra whispered in my mind a bit later, probably to be sure that Dom wouldn’t hear us.

“I’m good,” I shrugged even though she couldn’t see it.

“Summon me if you need me,” Terra worried at me.

“I will,” I told her, practicing my Sneak combined with the Shhh spell, which had upgraded to Hush and then Quiet. I wanted to find a few rabbits. I did find some tracks, but they could have been big rabbit or tiger paw prints for all I could tell them apart.

Skill Learned: Tracking

Exp +10 (17,959/30,755)

Wasn’t that nice. I could learn new things. I followed the tracks, almost positive that I wouldn’t run into anything I couldn’t handle at this level. The forests here were mostly the beginner zone for the area. If there was anything over level six, I’d never seen it.

I admitted to myself that a small part of me didn’t want Dom to catch up in levels if only to still feel useful to him. It seemed that after ten years of marriage, I could also be insecure about us. Then again, this was the first time I’d been alone in a while. We’d gotten into a rhythm. In any case, he might catch up to me in the experience, but my professions were always going to be higher. I was just more interested in the crafting dynamic than he was. If Dom got a few crafting levels, he was only doing it to make sure his health and mana always outdistanced any mob we’d come up against.

The leaves barely gave a sigh as I moved through them, less than what the wind would have done to them. The bunnies never saw me coming. I got four of them before I made my way back to the cottage.

I set up a few batches of potions and meals, puttering around the house like Dom was off at work, feeling rather more domestic than a person who had just been slaughtering hundreds of gnoblins for most of the day. I butchered the rabbits and used the meat for stew. Thanks to the gnoblins, I had ten new cauldrons. I could only have three at a time going in my hearth, so I moved another three to the hearth in the tavern’s kitchen.

Once the various pots were stewing up lovely dishes, I made a few new tanning frames and set the rabbit pelts to dry in what was left of the sun. I’d cleaned the inn, stable, and outhouses for another level in a few more professions before Dom was finished with the dungeons.

“You can bring me home,” Terra mused as she relayed Dom’s condition to me. “He says to tell you, Ding.”

I summoned her obediently. “Now who’s being used?” I chided her.

“What do you mean?” she jumped up onto the tavern’s kitchen counter, ignoring the mice completely.

“Summon me so that I don’t have to walk home,” I teased her, using her normal cat-superior tone.

“Oh,” she paused in her paw licking to think.

I was just pulling some loaves of fresh bread from the coals of the hearth and replacing them with pans of brownies. I considered the recipe section of my book as a place where I could collect everything I knew how to make. It had grown to a point that it felt a bit useless to keep putting it under my character sheet. That was where I came up with the idea that maybe I could put together a cookbook from my experience. It wouldn’t make much money, but it might be fun to do like the cozy detective books did and add some recipes to the end of the book.

I considered it a silly thought at the time, but there will be a poll at the end of this chapter to see if you want a few of my recipes. They’re rather primitive, but someone might like them. I switched over to a batter for cupcakes that I could bake in my cottage kitchen. I mixed the batter on the way to the cottage; casting Moisten on the ground so that it wouldn’t kick dust up into my bowl as I walked. Terra cast a quick glare at one of the ever-present kitchen mice as she padded after me.

I plucked the pans out of my inventory and laid them on the counter, pouring in the batter. While the cupcakes baked, I whipped up a frosting, though I wouldn’t be able to frost them until they cooled. The Breeze spell had turned into something that was heading toward a tornado type spell. The Moisten was ramping up to be able to control another weather pattern with rain or fog. What I was missing, at least for my kitchen craft, was something that made ice! Lightning would be nice for fighting, but I missed ice and all that it could do.

“Something smells really good,” Dom broke into my musings. It was obvious that he hadn’t cast the Clean spell since I’d left, blood and what looked like brain matter crusted into his hair.

“Cast a few Cleans on yourself and you might be able to help me cap off the last of this batch of potions,” I waved him over to the counter where there were still lines of vials waiting for corks.

“You’ve been busy,” he commented, and I was reassured by the disappearance of the nastiness that had even managed to stick to his eyebrows. I cast one more clean on him. It was called Cleanest, which made me roll my eyes again at Fizzbarren’s lazy naming conventions. I was using a previous version of it even though it had upgraded to Bleach. I didn’t trust the bleach version. I hadn’t cast it on myself or our clothes because I really liked having black leather. It was enough that the Cleanest version was area of effect and cleaned four square feet of space.

“I haven’t sold everything yet,” I nodded to the stacks of trunks near the pantry. “I just got into a crafting mood.”

“No worries.” Dom gave me a kiss and moved to cap the potions. “You know I love your cooking.”

“I made one batch of your mom’s chili,” I nodded at one of the three cauldrons.

“Really?” he perked up even more, and I smiled. That’s why I did it.

“No crackers yet,” I tossed a scrap of fried rabbit meat for Terra, who ignored it in favor of a nap.

“I saw the rabbit skins out back,” Dom spooned up a bite of chili and blew on it.

“Three new racks,” I nodded. “I pulled the pigskin off the rack and cast a Repair at it a few times before it was anything I knew what to do with. I figure we’ll just sell it to Chester.”

“That kind of leather probably has to be soaked in something disgusting to make it into something workable.” Dom took a bite of the chili and gave a little groan. “Tanners are outcasts for a reason.”

“Yeah,” I stopped to give it some thought. “I was just thinking of seeing those drying racks in Native American museums. I guess I didn’t think of it beyond that.” My dreams of making my own leather going up in smoke signals.

“I’m happy to leave that profession at level one.” He wrapped his arms around me from behind. “I’m thinking maybe we could eat in the cottage tonight?”

“Okay,” I laughed at his breath on my neck, but moved out of his embrace, “but we have to clean up all the stuff I started if you want to call it a night.”

Dom eagerly helped me set up and preserve several pots of tavern meals and then he helped himself to a dozen cupcakes behind my back as I was frosting the ones in front of me. I didn’t get mad. We’d come from having aging bodies that were starting to limit our lives to having teen bodies with a lot of extra energy. Then we’d taken those teen bodies and honed them into fighting machines. Had it only been three days?

“I miss her,” I told Dom as we cuddled up to sleep under the skylight where Kat and I had spent our last night together only four days earlier. It might have been a different loop for me and for her, but it was still raw for me.

“I know,” he held me tight enough that Terra decided to sleep elsewhere for the night. “Me too.”

“I keep telling myself that she’s not dead,” I admitted, letting myself say it.

“That’s what I did too,” he whispered. “When you were gone.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. My mind was exhausted enough to sleep even as it kept trying to think.

“She’s next,” I promised the night’s sky. “Tomorrow, we clear out Eroomtsim, but then we’re off to the capital.”

“Is that where the next Nemesis is?” he asked, and I realized that he didn’t know. I wasn’t supposed to know.

“Probably,” I hedged. “It’ll take a while to get there.”

“Coaches?”

“Not if I can help it,” I groaned out, relaxing even though my heart ached. That was another spell that I missed. Teleport.

            

    
        Ch 45 - Lifting Spirits

    
    
    
    
                We spent another day puttering around the cottage and tavern getting a few of our professions up. I had enough tavern meals prepped for us to be gone for weeks and still get residual experience from the sale of food. We’d brewed up a bunch of batches of potions for Chester’s shop too. It was getting harder to get levels in our professions, so we figured we were ready to move. I wanted a few runs at Eroomtsim, more for the loot than for the experience before we hit the road for Siff.

“Nice,” Dom drawled out, looking around.

I’d been surging forward so fast that I’d forgotten how to look around and enjoy some of it. This zone was actually my favorite, so far. We zoned onto a path that led out of a very creepy forest and into an even more creepy landscape. Wrought iron gates stood open with one side half buried in the dirt path and a tall wooden slat fencing that surrounded the front yard. The graveyard beyond the fence was dotted with grave markers that ranged from crumbling wooden ones that were illegible to the four gothic mausoleums that anchored the corners of the battlefield. Beyond the graveyard was a beautiful gothic mansion that could have fit in with the zombie version of Pride and Prejudice.

“Duh-duh-duh duh,” Dom snapped his fingers twice and I giggled.

“This is a little game they like to call Wake the Dead,” I quipped back at him.

I summoned Terra, who had decided to nap at home instead of taking the walk out to the dungeon. Her summoning spell had leveled up and it allowed us to see what she might grow into. Dom and I were using it a lot more than I had alone, so we’d leveled it up twice. Once Terra had seen the potential for growth, she’d been much more content to let us summon her around all day.

At twenty, the spell had allowed her to choose her color, and at forty we could choose a small wildcat. It was a rare breed with the body of a Serval, but black instead of the leopard pattern of normal Servals. Unless you looked very closely and knew big cat breeds, you wouldn’t know she was more than a large black cat except that her ears were exceptionally large. I let Terra choose her main shape, and she’d simply gone through everything she thought might intimidate Damon from home. While this was now her default shape and coloring, she could temporarily take the shape and color of any cat this size or smaller.

“Ugh, bugs,” Terra gave a mighty stretch, her tail in the air and her ample claws extended in front of her.

“You’re almost as big as they are,” Dom said, and she preened under the compliment.

“Care to bring a few together so we can clear the trash with a Fireball?” I asked her, running a hand over her head and down her back and she rubbed the side of her face against my upper thigh.

“Sure thing,” Terra purred out, her tone deeper and lazier than I’d ever known her to be. “I’ve been craving something larger than the mice.”

Her form became liquid and slid into the shadows with the expertise of a cat that had been practicing on rabbits. I knew this because she’d brought several dead bunnies the day before. Dom had been happy to have more rabbit pelts to practice with for backpack material, but I was getting sick of trying to find rabbit meat recipes. That sewing project had gotten up Sewing, Seamstress, Tanning, and Leatherworking, so Dom and I had encouraged her.

I watched her purposely give away her location to chase and herd the scattered beetles into a swarm near the gate. I was impressed, thinking that she could give a border collie a run for its money. I kept my eyes on her so that our Fireball spells wouldn’t singe her. While she was gathering the swarm, Dom and I quietly made a barricade like when ranchers loaded cattle onto the truck. Between our upgraded Silence spell, our Woodworking skill, and the upgraded Fix It, it was child’s play to turn the nearby wooden fencing into slaughter pens.

Grave Robber Beetle – Level 10 (Health 300/300) (Mana 170/170)

Dom cast his Sparkler spell, mumbling about having to get his spells up, while I waited for the swarm to get close. His Sparkler spell only did eight to nine damage, but he could cast with both hands and Sparkler was more precise. He did a slight amount of damage to everything. There were around twenty of the shiny black cockroach-like things. I took his example and cast the lower version until they were all together in our slaughter pen.

Grave Robber Beetle – Level 10 (Health 272/300) (Mana 170/170)

Once they were in the pen, we stopped messing around. My double blast of Fireballs did eighty to ninety damage per cast. It was eerie how they clittered until they hit our Silence spells in the pen. Once they were all quiet, I knew my Fireballs would fry them all up.

Grave Robber Beetle – Level 10 (Health 198/300) (Mana 170/170) – Burning (-10/5 seconds)

Dom and I sat on the tallest portion of the fence, which was also burning now. We were too high for the beetles to reach us, but Dom took a round to cast a Repair spell at the burning fence. I just cast two more rounds of Fireballs.

Grave Robber Beetle – Level 10 (Health 22/300) (Mana 170/170) – Burning (-10/5 seconds)

I fixed the fence and let Dom cast Sparkler on the beetles until they all fell, letting his Sparkler spell level up.

“That’s better,” Dom gave a heavy sigh. “Sparkler just leveled up to Flare.”

You have killed a Grave Robber Beetle – Exp +150

Exp +3150 (29,453/155,696)

I was wrong. That line repeated a total of twenty-one times for a whopping six thousand, three hundred experience split between the two of us, which seemed like a lot until you realized that it would take another fifty swarms for us to level up, more for Dom. We might level up one time in this dungeon per run. I knew we needed to move into a higher-level area for faster level ups, but I didn’t want to leave.

“Talk to me,” Dom broke into thoughts, touching the still smoldering beetle corpses to gather the loot.

“I’m just in a down,” I answered, kicking the one body I could reach from the fence. The loot consisted of beetle legs, which my cooking skill told me might fry up into something interesting. Yeah, I was really sick of rabbit.

Terra slunk up next to me and sprawled with half of her torso in my lap and her back legs hanging one on either side of the wooden fence next to where I sat. Her purr was enough to vibrate the fence precariously, but I appreciated the affection anyway. Dom looted corpses and waited for me to continue.

“I think I’m afraid of leaving our little oasis here,” I finally admitted, stroking Terra’s big ears.

“Makes sense,” Dom nodded, kicking another two. “Last time you left town, Kat died.”

His bluntness was like a kick in the chest, and I gave out a huff of air, putting a hand on my chest to soothe the almost physical pain his statement caused.

“Sorry,” he muttered, giving a more vicious kick to the next corpse.

“No,” I shook my head and tried to shake it off. “You’re right.” Though technically he wasn’t. I’d gone back on a reboot to see if she was there. I hadn’t left since I’d brought him back. Some irrational thing in my head was telling me that if he went to Siff with me, he’d die. I didn’t like being a slave to my subconscious, so I tried to tell it to shut up. Denial worked for me about as well as it did for everyone else. I knew better.

“I’d say we could stay here forever, but I don’t think we can,” he pushed on, casting a clean on his boots to get the charred beetle off them.

“I never grieved,” I wondered aloud.

“She’s alive,” he argued.

“Yeah, but that’s got me stuck in the process,” I reasoned, giving Terra a hug before I jumped down from the fence. “I got stuck in bargaining. I told myself that I’d do anything to bring her back and then she was back. I don’t get to see her, but my mind is still stuck. She’s back so I don’t get to grieve. She’s back but the cost was that I don’t get to see her.”

I had a moment’s thought that this conversation might not make sense to a person who was reading the first iteration of my journey. To them, my daughter never died. I was also stuck in denial because I shouldn’t talk about it. Terra leaped down next to me and pressed her head against my hip. I knew she could feel what I was feeling. Even feeling these things was dangerous.

“Kat may be alive, but I can’t see and touch her,” I went on, trying to couch my phrasing so that it wouldn’t trigger Fizzbarren’s anger. “Part of me thinks it’s in denial. Part of me is stuck on bargaining. Hell, part of me is wedged into depression and anger too. How do I get to acceptance when I can’t even get through a single part of the process?”

Dom gave me one of those looks where his eyebrows pucker over his nose and his head cocks to the side a little. His bafflement made me mad again. It shouldn’t have, because I knew he was just trying to understand what I was saying and figure out what to say back to me.

“And there’s the anger,” I threw my hands up, heedless of the graves that were too close for me to be playing around with an emotional crisis.

“Keep that,” Dom suggested with more blunt blandness and then deftly changed the subject. “You said the graveyard was full of skeletons. How do you get them?”

I was mad for a good minute, crossing my arms over my chest. I didn’t want to change the subject. I needed to deal with these emotions before they…

“I’m not sick,” I realized, backing up until I hit our fence perch. I was shocked at the realization that should have hit me long before. It had, but not like this.

“I noticed,” Dom watched me carefully.

“I used to have to fix my emotional problems as ruthlessly as I face the dungeons,” I let the wooden fence bite into my back and took breaths like they were a cherished privilege. “I didn’t have the energy to be emotional. It took away too much of my strength. I didn’t have the luxury of emotional outbursts.”

“You did do that,” Dom shook his head at me, and I knew that this fact had been why I’d been good at psychology. It’s why I was going to be a psychiatrist. I wanted to help others do what I’d had to do.

When I said I was sick, I tended to undersell the idea. The only thing worse than being sick was admitting that I had limitations. To put it in perspective that won’t mean much to most people, I would manage my emotions in order to do the most average of things. For example, I might have gotten furious in order to trigger a fight or flight response just so I’d have enough energy to take a shower. Or I would get terrified, so I’d have the energy to walk across campus to a class that was too far from handicapped parking. My life was full of triggering emotional reactions in order to flush my system with the chemicals that I needed to accomplish what normal people did without blinking. Need to charm someone? I would trigger the “falling in love” hormones that made them feel special and desirable.

“But I don’t have to do that anymore,” I let my arms slide down my chest so that I was hugging myself. “I have energy.”

Dom finished looting the last beetle and strode over to stand near me. He leaned against the fence next to me. “You have energy.”

“I have the energy to be a little screwed up,” I admitted with a little laugh.

“Now you lost me,” he put his hands into pockets he’d added to his leather pants.

“You said it,” I pointed at him. “Keep the anger.”

“Yeah,” he backed away.

“I can keep the anger because I have the energy to keep it,” I wondered at something that was incomprehensible to someone who’d had the ability to hold deep-seated emotional baggage for decades. Dom and I had worked on his baggage for years, but I’d always been rooting it out like he was like me, like he couldn’t afford it. But he could. And now I could too. “Maybe it’s not a great thing to carry around emotional baggage, but it’s not the end of the world to have it now. It used to be that I didn’t have the physical strength to carry my own purse half the time. Now I have the strength to pick up a car!”

“You want to carry a car’s worth of emotional baggage?” Dom dipped his head and creased his eyebrows.

“Well, no,” I chuckled at him. “But I can carry this little purse of Kat’s absence.” In that moment, my body accepted the fact that it wasn’t sick. I let my shoulders wiggle to loosen them up from the tension that comes with emotional outbursts. I might forget again in a day or two, but for today, I could let go of the heavy fatigue that had plagued my life.

“Can you carry that and kill skeletons?” he pressed, his eyes hooded.

“Kick the headstones,” I told him, letting the emotion sit on the back burner.

“Now you’re talking,” Dom gave me a blooming grin and pushed off the fence, trusting me to follow him to the graveyard.

“Kick one hard enough and you’ll wake the row, so…” I tried to tell him, but he was already swinging back his foot at the nearest tombstone.

Two skeletons rose slowly from the earth. They couldn’t even be targeted until they were all the way out of the grave, so we waited and watched them pull heads, shoulders and then hips and legs out of the mound of earth. Dom stepped behind their tombstone and slid into the shadows.

Dirty Skeleton – Level 13 (Health 468/468) (Mana 299/299) 

Dirty Skeleton – Level 11 (Health 352/352) (Mana 209/209)

We’d had a strategy for the beetles because I always had a strategy to find the fastest and easiest way to dispatch the mobs, but maybe we didn’t need that either. At least, maybe we didn’t need it as much. I couldn’t cast my Fireball with Dom sneaking up behind them, so I cast Lighten Emotions, the upgrade to my Lift Spirits spell. Dom slipped his garrot over the higher leveled skeleton and deftly decapitated it. Dom had chosen the garrot as his signature weapon, so he got double damage with it. Using it as a death blow had worked in the Gnoblins dungeon.

Health -41 (16,059/16,100)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 330/330) (Mana 49/49)

Dirty Skeleton Head – Level 13 (Health 158/158) (Mana 250/250)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 11 (Health 352/352) (Mana 209/209) 

Then again, maybe we would need a different strategy with skeletons than we’d had with the gnoblins. The severed head of the skeleton hopped about and bit Dom on the ankle. Much to my surprise, my spell didn’t do anything at all.

“That didn’t quite work the way I expected,” I bit out, dodging a skeletal hand that was swiping at me. I had cast it before at a lower level and it had worked as a dot. I cast the older version to see if it would still work.

“Me neither,” Dom groused, swinging back to punt the head. He used his hands to cast Flare at the body of his skeleton, dropping his garrot into his inventory.

Health -32 (16,027/16,100)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 311/330) (Mana 49/49)

Dirty Skeleton Head – Level 13 (Health 94/158) (Mana 250/250)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 11 (Health 340/352) (Mana 209/209) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

“Lift Spirits works, but Lighten Emotions didn’t,” I told him, casting it at the body and what I could see of the head as it went flying away from us.

“That’s terrible,” Dom groaned, but I didn’t get it at the time. Dom punched out with a spell I didn’t recognize at first. Terra bounded after the head with a playful leap.

Health -29 (15,998/16,100)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 248/330) (Mana 20/20) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 11 (Health 328/352) (Mana 209/209) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

“What?” I asked, but Dom only shook his head.

“Clean does damage,” he told me, dodging a wild swing from the skeleton body.

“What!?” I had to see it, so I cast Bleach at the one in front of me. Bleach only effected one square foot and I hadn’t used it a lot, choosing the lower level Cleanest instead. The only problem with that was that the spell itself would not increase in level if you used the lower version, which was stuck at whatever it did at max of that level of the spell.

Health -53 (15,945/16,100)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 176/330) (Mana 20/20) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 11 (Health 216/352) (Mana 209/209) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

“Glowing eyes mean a magical attack,” I called out as my skeleton’s eyes lit up. “And that clean thing just wrong. My Bleach spell did a hundred damage.” I cast my Bleach spell on a different part of the skeleton, because the part I’d already cast it on was a very bright white.

“Nice,” Dom drawled out. “Terra’s got my head.”

“I noticed,” Terra hissed in my mind, talking about the head having magic.

Health -72 (15,873/16,100)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 104/330) (Mana 20/20) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton – Level 11 (Health 104/352) (Mana 179/209) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

“Do you need me to summon you?” I called to Terra, concerned.

“As if,” she growled in a very un-Terra way. “This thing is my plaything.”

“I think Terra’s size is changing her in other ways,” I told Dom, finding another spot to Bleach.

“Bad ways?” Dom asked, somehow combining a kick with a cast of two spells.

Health -12 (15,861/16,100)

You have killed a Dirty Skeleton Body – Exp +165 (29,613/155,696)

You have killed a Dirty Skeleton – Exp +176 (29,789/155,696)

You have killed a Dirty Skeleton Head – Exp +79 (29,863/155,696)

“Not as long as she still loves me,” I said aloud, kicking a skeleton to loot it.

“Always,” she purred, bounding back toward us. She playfully bounced off one of the tombstones and triggered it, giving me an idea.

“Hey Terra,” I called to her, watching the skeleton pull itself out of the ground, its eyes zeroing in on Terra. “If you can trigger all the tombstones, we can round them up like the beetles.”

“These guys can reach us on that fence,” Dom protested, but only lightly. It was a moot point since Terra was already redirecting to hit another tombstone.

“Yeah, but your Cleanest spell is area of effect, and you can cast it on several at a time,” I shrugged. “It’s not Fireball, but how many can really reach us that high.”

“Huh,” Dom eyed the one coming out of the ground still. “I can make them all shorter.”

I wasn’t sure it was a great idea, but we did have the zone at our back if anything went too wrong. I backed over to our cattle pen and cast some Fix Its on the enclosure.

“Let’s pull four to begin with, okay?” I called to Terra, who lunged over the next tombstone instead of onto it.

“Sure,” she changed direction on a dime and batted at one of the heads that Dom had disconnected from its body.

Dom punted the nearest one away from our area. “No extra damage if they don’t have eyes.”

“True.” I climbed up onto the fence I’d just heightened. Four bodies lumbered slowly after Dom as another head went flying.

“I thought you hated sports,” I teased him.

“Just because I don’t want to play basketball, doesn’t mean they didn’t teach me how to kick a football,” Dom jogged in a circle to tighten the group and cast a clean spell at the pack. I started casting the Lift Spirits spell, when I finally got the stupid joke. Seriously?

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 228/330) (Mana 49/49) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 11 (Health 202/250) (Mana 34/34) 

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 12 (Health 240/288) (Mana 41/41) 

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 12 (Health 200/288) (Mana 41/41) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

I was impressed with the distance at which I could cast Lift Spirits. I managed to cast it again long before they got to the pen. Dom had time to hoist himself up onto the top before the skeletons dragged themselves into the pen. He got to the top and cast another clean at them before they were close enough to even try to hit us back. I cast a Fireball, curious as to what Bleach might do to charred bones. We probably could have dotted them to death, but we could kill them faster in the pen.

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 13 (Health 112/330) (Mana 49/49) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 11 (Health 116/250) (Mana 34/34) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 12 (Health 124/288) (Mana 41/41) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

Dirty Skeleton Body – Level 12 (Health 173/288) (Mana 41/41) – Cheerful (-12/5 seconds)

The bad news was that the bodies could climb our fence as well as we could. The good news was that they were so slow, we killed them all before they could reach us and repaired the fence long before Terra came back with the heads. The heads hopped and cast a lot, but unless they could sink their teeth into us, they didn’t do any damage at all.

We kited them. I would kick the stone and leisurely walk to the next one. Dom would wait until they were targetable and then garrot their heads off. Terra would bat at the heads enough to gain aggro and lead the heads in another direction. Dom would lead the bodies in a circle to get them close together and I would cast Fireball into the tangled mess. Most of them died before we got them back to the pen. Terra herded in the heads and that too was a slaughter as they couldn’t climb at all. We practiced our spells on the heads since they were like a bubbling cauldron of impotent aggression. My poison spell finally upgraded over eighty and gave me a Poison Cloud.

There were two wights in each of the corner mausoleums. They were called wights, but they were closer to Casper than Supernatural versions. They were also overly susceptible to fire, so we lit them up and moved on to the house.

            

    
        Ch 46 - Vamping Up

    
    
    
    
                The Vampire Lord dissolved into mist again. It obviously had a set of attacks and defenses that it used in a pathetic round of actions. Once we understood the round, the Vampire Lord was a very easy foe to defeat. Repeating these dungeons was a lot like repeating using the checkpoint. Dom and I were on our second run through the dungeon and ready to call it a night. Dissolving might have been a good defense against most magic users, but I could bend mana itself to my will. The fact that the Vampire Lord was so far above our levels made it very good for leveling up our spells. When the mist surrounded me, I cast Stone Skin on it. Stone Skin was the upgrade to my Cast Stone spell. We’d gotten into a rhythm this second time through and could play around with the elemental spells we’d neglected in the previous dungeons.

Health -42 (17,468/17,510) – Blood Cursed (-20 health/5 seconds)

Vampire Lord – Level 22 (Health 157/1188) (Mana 540/1100) – Cheerful, Poisoned, and Heavy (-97/5 seconds)

Stone Skin +1

Exp +10 (280/350,315)

The Vampire Lord’s water molecules turned to stone, dropping them harmlessly to the floor around us. This guy was a boss mob though, so he wasn’t going to give up until his last health point was exhausted. He’d already risen a second time, so this was his final incarnation for this fight. It took a full round for the dapperly dressed gothic vampire to reconstitute himself from the pebbles we’d turned him into. I cast Cure Poison and Soften Curse, which I’d gotten back for this incarnation by accidently casting it from memory and then realizing I hadn’t had it before. The two of those spells cleared the debuff. Both of those spells had leveled up due to this guy and his minions.

We’d both leveled up a bit. It was only two levels, but the class levels were getting harder to increase. Thing is, I knew that my spells wouldn’t matter once I got to the capital, but I’d decided to take a gamble and let Fizzbarren think he had the upper hand. My spells would matter again in my final Nemesis battle, and I wouldn’t have a better chance to get them up than I did right here and now. Again, I was thinking two moves ahead instead of just to the next fight. It had worked so well with Beau, I figured my favorite strategies would work as well in this world as they had in the past. Dom and I hadn’t had a chance for me to tell him about what was coming for fear of alerting Fizzbarren, but he trusted me enough to follow my lead. I barely dared to fleetingly think about the battle to come. I’d already done all that thinking on previous incarnations, so I was okay with that.

Vampire Lord – Level 22 (Health 60/1188) (Mana 540/1100) – Cheerful, Poisoned, and Heavy (-97/5 seconds)

The master’s bedchamber was deep within the bowels of the Victorian mansion. I cast a longing glance at the amazing four poster bed with the purple velvet draperies. This time we were sleeping in that bed until we woke up completely refreshed. Last time, we’d celebrated with, um, crazy monkey sex (which I’m going to shorten to CMS because I’m shy and that doesn’t sound as dirty or weird), but this time I wanted sleep. I cast my Preservation spell, which did just enough damage to the undead creature of yummy handsomeness to cause its final demise. The Vampire Lord was eye candy enough to almost make me want CMS again, but then again, Dom was morphing into some crazy eye candy all by himself, so I didn’t need the help. Maybe if Dom dressed up in the Vampire Lord’s outfit, but then again, that’s getting too weird again so I’m going to shut up.

Health -19 (17,449,/17,510)

You have killed The Vampire Lord – Exp +1188 (1468/350,315)

You have killed the boss of Castle Eroomtsim. There are no monsters left to kill. Do you wish to exit the dungeon? (Y/N)

No, we did not want to leave yet. Terra had not found the vampires, ghouls, and other undead creatures of this dungeon as fun as the dogs from the previous one. Once we’d cleared the kitchen, she’d curled up on the cook’s bed and taken a nap. I knew she’d been content to stay the night there, so it was just Dom and me with a closet full of fancy costumes and, well.

Since our mana would completely recharge with sleep, we liked to use it up before bed.

I can feel you prodding for more CMS details, but stop. I’m not doing it. I will say that the Vampire Lord’s attire looked very good on Dom. I believe he also liked the way some of the harem’s nightgowns looked on me. And afterward, we slept. I’m not blushing. Stop. Huff.


As I woke, I had a moment when I was back in my own bed in my own world. I kept my eyes closed and enjoyed the sensation for a few minutes. I could pretend for that set of moments between sleep and wakefulness that I was going to open my eyes and see my daughter sitting by my bed reading a book in that cozy little reading nook we’d built into the corner just for that. My mind unkindly flashed visions of her death over the top of that so I opened my eyes.

“You okay?” Dom asked as I clawed my way out of sleep. He was reading a book that he’d probably picked up in the library upstairs.

“I’m okay,” I lied, stretching and reaching out in my mind to pet Terra, who had stayed in the kitchen for the night.

“Uh, huh,” he let me know that he didn’t believe me but left it at that.

“Right,” Terra gave her input on my statement, but I got the feeling that she was heading down to us.

“Another book by Fizzbarren?” I asked, reading the spine of Dom’s book.

“All the books here are by him,” Dom gave a frowny shrug. “It’s not totally awful but it’s not good either. The cottage, here, even the books in Chester’s shop. They’re all by Fizzbarren and they are all mashups of fables.” Dom was an avid reader. We both were. I generally read at night before sleep and he read in the morning before I woke up. I had been falling into an exhausted sleep more often, so I hadn’t had a chance to read the books yet.

“Arrogance,” I muttered, plucking the book out of Dom’s hand and tossing it into my inventory. Dom had the right idea. I needed to read the books. Later.

Once we’d cleaned the place and Terra joined us, we got down to the business of looting. I took down the painting of the master with his harem of women that was mounted over the mantle. I knew where the jewels were. My Mana Vision had upgraded to Dark Vision, and I could layer the two. It was like having x-ray vision that could see through walls even in the dark. I took out a small chest that I’d looted from this spot before, about the size of my palm, and dumped the gems from the new box into the one I’d looted the first time through. I considered it our travelling money.

“Aren’t you worried about the time you’re giving your next foe?” Terra prodded carefully, finally sauntering into the room. I did a little doubletake. Had she grown again? Now that we were doing so many dungeons, she seemed to be growing a lot.

I paused in front of the elaborate vanity, casting Create Water a dozen times into the corner of the room. I needed to spend mana all the time and I knew that the elemental spells were going to level up into some very interesting things, so I was casting them every chance I got.

Terra hopped up next to me on the padded seat. I sprinkled some water onto my hair and styled it with the ivory brush. Dom shuffled through the huge wardrobe, tossing a few outfits onto the floor in a mess. I’d looted it the first time, so I had a copy of it in my inventory. This round was his turn to get a wardrobe full of outfits.

I looted the ivory brush when I was done with it. I had a second one for Lily. I brushed my hair and put it up with a set of ivory combs. I also wore jewelry now. That’s how my Beauty score had increased. I’d gotten quite a few lovely but subtle pieces off the vampire’s harem. I had a delicate heart necklace, two pinky rings that increased my speed, and an anklet that had a light spell attached to it that I could turn on and off. Each piece was lovely enough to increase my Beauty score, which increased the effectiveness of my Lighten Emotions spell, which had leveled up to a Lesser Charm that Dom envied. He’d been casting Lighten Emotions on everything since I’d told him. The beauty boost was the only reason I took the time to get dolled up. I found the whole concept misguidedly misogynistic, but I did it for the stats. I sat at the stool, but Dom stepped up behind me to do his own version of it, decked out his own Vampiric rings that sucked life from targets and wrist cuff that added a few points to his Constitution.

“Not worried at all,” I finally answered Terra. “We’re leveling faster than the status quo, and getting spells up in levels. Whatever we’re fighting next will have to deal with a powerful spellcaster.” The last part was a lie, but I knew that Terra would know the difference between the two statements. Dom didn’t, but he couldn’t hear this conversation, so that was okay.

I knew that the next nemesis had the ability to strip me of my magical powers altogether. It wasn’t a single person. It was an institution. I wasn’t working on my spells for that purpose, but I didn’t even dare think about that. I had to convince myself to believe that I was preparing for the next nemesis so that the engine wouldn’t write my feelings and thoughts in a way that would tip off Fizzbarren to my real motives.

Terra gave her whiskers a twitch as Dom stroked her, but she didn’t press right away. Terra also sported a bit of jewelry. I’d turned a bracelet into a collar that she liked. It wasn’t bulky enough to get caught up on anything, but it gave her a boost in stats. It was a gold chain with just a tiny, puffed heart charm on it. I know that I haven’t mentioned her stats much, but I didn’t like to go into her tab. I felt like it was an invasion of her privacy. She was more than a mana battery, but that was also something I didn’t want to have foremost in my mind.

Terra and Dom were our secret weapons. Fizzbarren would underestimate us all as long as we acted like we were underestimating him. Dom played into that with the books. We played house more than anything else. I hoped that Fizzbarren thought I was stalling because I was afraid. I shoved the thoughts away to gather what loot I didn’t have or could use in quantity.

I’d found corsets and gaudier jewelry, makeup, dress clothes and shoes, tiaras, and well, enough to deck out an army of harlots. I tucked them all into a huge wardrobe that just barely fit in an inventory slot. I now had an outfit for any occasion or class from the cook’s chest of possessions to the master’s black and blood-red velvet tailcoat complete with fine black leggings that laced up the side. I had ball gowns and night gowns and all their accoutrements. I had everything in between and for both sexes. Dom had a similar set in his own inventory. These were my real reason for farming this dungeon. It was my very own costume department and it all fit into a single inventory slot.

I sat at the top of the stairs to the Vampire Lord’s chamber and cast Create Water until it changed into separate Rain and Fog spells. It wasn’t the sleet I’d been hoping for, but I was still looking for something that would give me ice, if only for the very petty reason that I wanted to make things like ice cream and mud slides. Dom had gone up to the Master Vampire’s study on the first floor to pry open the safe up there for his share of jewels. If I knew Dom, and I knew Dom, he'd stopped in the Torturer’s Chamber to pick up another set of toys.

“They are already twelve days away,” she persisted, and I didn’t quite understand why. We couldn’t discuss our real strategy with Fizzbarren reading the pages of my story as it unfolded. The only thing I could do was let my bubbling hatred of Fizzbarren soak into me. Let him read that. “That is a long journey, and you know how you hate the coaches.”

“We’re not taking the coaches,” I asserted, climbing the stairs on my way out of the dungeon.

“Then it’s almost a month away!”

“Maybe,” I replied, “but I doubt it.” Honestly, I didn’t think Fizzbarren was that patient. He’d set us up in the Capital and it was one week away by coach. Terra knew all this, but I tried not to wonder if she had a point to the conversation.

As we headed through the basement floors of the house, I cast Breeze, Rain, and Fog to use my mana and get the spells up. I was really hoping these spells would turn into something more useful this time around. While I couldn’t use them in the next big battle, I wouldn’t have a chance between that battle and the one after it to increase them at all. I deposited a whole bookcase full of Fizzbarren’s books into a back corner of a trunk in another inventory slot.

“My compass is pointing toward the capital,” I reasoned out loud as we stopped in the kitchen to add to my kitchen cabinet’s store of food. I had traded out one of those gnoblin trunks for a hutch and then tucked that trunk into another one. It’s not my fault that it fit in my pocket. Fizzbarren was not a great world creator, but if he was going to leave gaping exploitable holes in his world, then I was going to abuse those exploits to the very extent that it would let me.

“But we could be to the capital in three, maybe four days of coach travel.” The kitchen here was far greater than the one at Mabel’s tavern because it was in a Victorian house. The idiot couldn’t even stay in a single time period with his dungeons. The inn had been medieval, but this place had a wood-burning stove that allowed me to cook up everything in the pantry. It even had a bag of coffee which excited Dom. That was now three bags of coffee in my inventory. My cooking and Preserve spell got a good workout, but I didn’t bother to clean up before I left. Why? It would just reset. That compulsive I wasn’t.

“If Beau could cheat, then so can I,” I gave her the opposite of the truth and she paused in her scarfing of a bowl of stew. That entire pot of stew would take up a single slot in the pantry hutch. I could fit ten cauldrons of stew inside another cauldron which was, in a cascade of Mary Poppins bags, in another cauldron that was full of meals. My inventory was turning into a miniature house with the wardrobe and pantry. I could have kicked myself when I realized that I hadn’t tried to take the wonderful bed that was now half submerged in the water I’d summoned. While I had that thought in mind, I took the stove into my new furniture chest. When it worked, I quickly took it back out, cleaned it, repaired it and put it back into the nested chest. Then I put everything else in there too. Yes, I ran down and picked up the bed, taking it to a dry room to repair it and put it away again. What? It was a very comfortable bed.

As I pretended to prepare for a long trip, I was doing the things that would really matter. Terra knew that I wasn’t into cheating. It had cost me everything. This wasn’t about cheating; it was about stalling. If I didn’t stall here, the system would stall me on my way to the capital anyway. But I couldn’t know about the stalling part or the cheating balance because I hadn’t asked Beau about it in this loop. I soothed my nerves by looting an entire Victorian parlor of furniture and tucked it into another nested chest.

“Why do you think it’ll be in the capital?”

“For all I know, it could be in Siff,” I argued, my temper flaring a bit at the line of questioning. What was wrong with Terra? She knew I couldn’t feel or think about strategy like this, not honestly. “Maybe if I stay here, it won’t happen at all.”

I brought up my character sheet, trying to ignore Terra’s needling.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish

Level: 18 (1,468/350,315)

Profession: Cook (Level 8: 3,330/6,075), Teacher (Level 7: 350/4,050), Alchemist (Level 6: 500/2,700), Blacksmith (Level 6: 350/2,700), Carpenter (Level 6: 220/2,700), Leatherworker (Level 6: 100/2,700), Mercenary (Level 5: 1,000/1,800), Merchant (Level 5: 800/1,800), Storyteller (Level 5: 200/1,800), Maid (Level 4: 450/1,200), Seamstress (Level 4: 300/1,200), Singer (Level 4: 240/1,200), Tanner (Level 4: 200/1,200), Bartender (Level 3: 350/800), Stablehand (Level 3: 200/800), Waitress (Level 3: 100/800), Woodsman (Level 3: 20/800), Butcher (Level 2: 20/500), Dancer (Level 1: 50/300)

Health: 17,510/17,510

Mana: 15,656/15,656

Intelligence: 79

Will: 73

Strength: 84

Constitution: 86

Charm: 77

Beauty: 20

Perception: 88

Dexterity: 98

Luck: 84

Skills: Identify (84), Knife Fighting (83), Dodge (80), Blacksmithing (70), Duel Wielding (66), Cooking (65), Grapple (62), Piercing (61), Disarm (50), Multiple Foe Combat (50), Meditation (48), Leatherworking (47), Kick (43), Bartering (40), Flirting (40), Sneak (40), Woodworking (38), Barricade (32), Storytelling (32), Poison Resistance (29), Alcohol Tolerance (28), Backstab (26), Bashing (26), Intimidation (26), Slashing (26), Mana Manipulation (25), Sewing (25), Singing (25), Teaching (25), Unarmed Combat (25), Hide (23), Comedy (20), Dancing (20), Manic Charge (13), Swordplay (11), Tanning (7), Skinning (6), Mana Infusion (5), Disarm Traps (3), Milking (3), 

Spells: Super Heal (95), Fix It (94), Fireball (87), Bleach (84), Poison Cloud (82), Silence (70), Dark Vision (64), Mental Vision (60), Preserve (49), Cure Poison (47), Summon Familiar (45), Create Spellbook (43), Buffer (42), Fog (41), Lesser Charm (41), Rain (41), Breeze (39), Stone Skin (30), Disguise (29), Glamour (21), Soften Curse (10)

Yeah, add it up. That’s eighty-five levels in professions, all of which counted toward calculating my health and mana. I’d once thought that the engine would nerf my exploits. It’s what a normal game developer would do when something broke the game, but I should have known that Fizzbarren was too arrogant to admit I’d broken his creation. Fizzbarren probably saw this as a no-lose scenario.

Hmmm. A narcissist who was too sure of his cleverness? And he’d thought I would be a classic villain?

            

    
        Ch 47 - Firestorm

    
    
    
    
                Dom stood looking at the house, with its towering spires and dark wood siding. We’d taken out the trash mobs in the graveyard, but I wondered why he’d stopped. We knew that the house had almost a hundred rooms and at least a thousand mobs inside. I walked up next to him, staring at it to maybe notice what he was seeing. The house was three stories at the base, with four oddly spaced towers that gave it another two stories in height. There were also three levels of basement, including a dungeon and that final master’s chamber that had the most comfortable bed in the whole world. I had a smug moment of knowing that I had a copy of that bed in my inventory. There were bats in the belfries, zombie servants, rabid rats, a ballroom of ghosts, vampire masters, and one whole section of the dungeon filled with caged werewolves.

We knew all this because we’d gone through it twice, room by room, and mob by mob. Dom and I had each gotten one copy of the loot, which included the wardrobes of every single inhabitant of the house. Disguise might cover our looks, but a good costume department could not be underestimated. I knew that we’d keep doing the zone until we maxed it out, but it was taking longer than I would have liked.

“Hear me out,” Dom waved at the house. “I know you want the stuff in there, but wouldn’t it just be easier to burn the whole structure down and pick off anything that comes running out?”

My mind had been planning out the systematic clearing of each room, so it took me a minute to switch gears. Could that even work? Terra brushed against my leg, so I rubbed her head. I didn’t have to lean down anymore. Now that she’d gotten used to the new body, she was less grumpy. Transitions made her sleepy for a while too, but that also seemed to be wearing off.

“It’s not like the gold or gems would burn and we could repair anything you really want,” he shrugged. “If too much is destroyed, we can always go back to the other way.” He had a point. We were going to do that anyway. We would run this dungeon out the same way we had the gnoblin dungeon. It was taking a lot of experience to get to higher levels so we might be doing this dungeon quite a bit more.

“Might not work on the lower basement levels,” I reasoned, trying to imagine how it could go wrong. It could go wrong with too many mobs pouring out of the place. They could overwhelm us in numbers, but we could probably kite them outside. “The bats would just fly out.”

“Maybe hit the four towers first?” Terra suggested and I relayed the thought to Dom.

“Makes sense. We could barricade the exits for the zombies,” Dom nodded, laying a hand on Terra as his only warning before he summoned her so that he could hear her suggestions.

“They aren’t smart enough to come through the walls,” Terra agreed with him. Now that she wasn’t grumpy about the change, she was happy to be summoned. I got the feeling that she was looking forward to the next change but that maybe we should try to time them during downtime when she would have a chance to get used to her longer limbs without mobs threatening her.

“Even if they did, they’d be so damaged that we could likely pick them off without too much trouble.” Dom pet Terra.

Dom cast Silence because we knew from experience that the bats had a magical sonic attack. I cast my Poison Cloud over our heads. Both spells lasted over two minutes each, so we cast them before pulling the mob. The best part of the new Poison Cloud was that I didn’t have to concentrate on it to keep it going. It could just hang over our heads while I cast Fireball at the nearest spire.

With a nod from Dom, the nearest tower exploded in something out of an action movie, burning debris and bats flying everywhere. As soon as the bats came streaming out, Dom cast Create Water to put out the flame on the tower. I was glad we’d planned that because the house caught fire like a well-built campfire. We wanted the house to burn, but not yet. Dom had to cast Create Water a few times to get the fire out.

“Nice,” Dom said, drawing a huge sword out of his inventory. I understood that his Create Water spell had just upgraded because he cast Rain on the tower instead. That would last a good ten minutes so I was reassured that the house wouldn’t catch prematurely.

I focused on the swarm of burning bats zooming out at us. I managed to cast another Fireball at the mass before it got to us. While Fireball would burn us as easily as the enemy, the Poison Cloud discriminated between friend and foe, so I only cast Fireball at a distance.

Swarm of Bats – Level 17 (Health 549/748) (Mana 527/527) – Burning (-11/5 seconds)

As the bats took damage, the swarm shrunk, bats fluttering off the overall mob to flop dead on the battered roof of the house or porch. Where the burning bats landed on the roof, it began to burn. Dom took a swing into the center of the swarm. Terra crouched down low and then launched herself up into the flapping mess. Her teeth sunk almost completely through one bat and her claws swiped at another two of them. Only the one in her teeth sank to the ground with her. She spat out the dead body and eyed the swarm. The swarm hovered over us, diving with individual bats to attack all of us.

Health -112 (17,398/17,510)

Swarm of Bats – Level 17 (Health 324/748) (Mana 427/527) – Poisoned and Burning (-75/5 seconds)

Burning bats did flame damage to us, so even though we’d negated their sonic attack, we were being burned as well as bitten. Our Silence spell didn’t stop them from casting the attack even though it was useless. I tried some off the wall spells at them this round, but maybe they weren’t dirty enough for Bleach to do very much damage. The bats did brighten up from the dark black to a dull gray color. Terra leapt into the cloud again. Dom swung the broadsword through the main bulk of the swarm, but they were very dexterous.

Health -12 (17,386/17,510)

Swarm of Bats – Level 17 (Health 112/748) (Mana 327/527) – Poisoned and Burning (-75/5 seconds)

I cast Breeze at the swarm and got a better result than Bleach, but it also blew my Poison Cloud away and blew out the fire on their wings. Dom and Terra managed to pluck the last four bats out of the sky between them. The good result was that Breeze leveled up. It was now Dust Devil.

You have killed a Swarm of Bats – Exp +374 (35,644/350,315)

“Breeze leveled up!” I exclaimed as Dom kicked one of the bats, dissolving them all into treasure that automatically dumped into our inventories.

I tested the casting of Dust Devil and it wasn’t very big, but it was fun to watch. I let my eyes unfocus to see into the mana. I wondered if…

“Dom, what’s your Sparkler spell up to now?” I asked, watching the excitation and vibration of the molecules.

“I’m up to Blast, why?” he asked, watching my Dust Devil. I knew he didn’t see what I saw and while I didn’t understand why not, it wasn’t something we had enough variables to figure out yet.

“Would you cast it into my Dust Devil?”

Terra backed up from my spell and I didn’t blame her. My machinations at the cellular level of spells could be unpredictable. Dom and I had played around with spells before. Dom’s Blast hit dead center of my Dust Devil and sputtered out, but before it did, I thought I saw something.

“Again,” I prodded, recasting my Dust Devil.

I saw it for just a split second, so I asked him to do it again. He gave a heavy sigh but complied. I tried not to feel rushed, but I could see the smoldering of the roof where the bats had fallen. I cast a Fireball just to see the difference between it and Blast at the cellular level. It was like the Blast ignited the Dust Devil, but only for a moment. If I could take a cellular snapshot of that moment, what would I have?

Spell Learned: Firestorm

There it was and it was a beauty. I cast it a few times to get the feel of it. If I cast it once, it created a whipping fireball that was suspended where I put it like my Poison Cloud. The beauty of it was that I could feed this spell. I cast a second Fireball into the storm and it intensified and grew in size. Just playing around with it, I cast my Poison Cloud into it and the fire changed color to a fun lavender. Dom let me play around with it while he played around with his own spells.

“Paper,” I fumbled into my inventory for an extra scrap of paper and tried very hard to infuse it into a scroll, but it failed. The spell was too high a level to make a scroll so I couldn’t teach it to Dom yet. The spell had split from Fireball like Darkvision had split from Manavision. Firestorm initiated at level eighty, the lowest level of Fireball, and would now level independently from Fireball. My Create Scroll spell was still in the forties so I couldn’t scribe a spell that was over that.

“Ugh,” I threw the paper away in frustration, dashing a glance back at the roof. “I can’t give you the spell.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dom brushed off my frustration like it was nothing, and I realized he’d put out the fires on the roof by moving the rain cloud over them. “I’ve been practicing other spells.”

“But,” I started, but he gave me a look that made me stop.

“I don’t want to be Mage-ish anyway,” Dom told me, and again I had to step back from the idea that had been foremost in my brain. “Don’t get me wrong. I like the spells, but I’m not a Mage. I’m a Serial Killer.”

“Sorry?” I said, confused and feeling helpless.

“I’m practicing the spells that would make me a good killer,” he explained, moving his rain cloud to run out over a dead tree in the graveyard.

“Like poison?” I asked.

“Sort of,” he grimaced, “though poison isn’t my favorite method. It’s like the garrot. I thought I’d like it and it works okay in some situations, but it doesn’t feel like my signature weapon. My class has a signature section on my character sheet, but it annoys me.”

“I’ve been trying too hard to make you into a me, haven’t I?” I said, by way of apology.

“Not a bad thing, for sure,” he took my hand, healing me. “Just not my thing. Like this stupid zone. I want to be able to sneak in that back door and murder everyone in the whole place, but with it all being undead, my stuff just doesn’t work right.”

“What do you mean?” I squeezed his hand back.

“I tried the sword, but it wasn’t any more satisfying than the garrot,” he admitted. “Daggers are fine, but I’m still looking for that one thing that I can for sure apply to that signature.”

“So that signature is your special ability like mine is to be able to make spells, mix them and use them.”

“Like I’m realizing maybe you don’t have a satisfaction meter, do you?” he ran his fingers over my knuckles, the skin turning to stone and back again as he did it. It wasn’t like it hurt me. Because I was in his group, it was a buff spell that made me harder to damage with sharp weapons. If he were to cast the same spell on an enemy, it would petrify a small portion of their bodies, like it had with Beau for me.

“No,” I answered, watching as he cast Stone Skin on my hand.

“I have this almost itchiness,” he explained, letting go of my hand to stare at the house again. “When my satisfaction meter is low, my skin gets creepy-crawly, like spiders under the surface of me. My spells get sloppy.”

“Is it low now?”

“Not really. The gnoblins were satisfying even without a signature weapon, so I have some built up. The closer my satisfaction meter gets to full, the better I feel,” he continued as I thought about what he was saying. “But the undead are just too, I don’t know, not alive. I like the magic as a weapon, but I haven’t found the right spells for what would be the most satisfying.”

“It’s like you haven’t found your signature yet,” I mused, as if we were talking about how to paint the living room.

“And that bugs me too because signatures are for idiots,” Dom gave a heavy sigh.

“Agreed,” I cast my Firestorm spell at the tree his rain was watering, trying to get a feel for how much I could feed it before it got out of my control. “Serial killers only use a signature when they want to get caught.”

“Which is stupid, because not only don’t I want to get caught, but killing here is expected, so why the signature?” Dom cast his Stone Skin into the storm, and it threw in a bunch of flying shrapnel, giving me ideas. The tiny shards of stones flew out of the storm. It was like I’d thrown the Vampire Lord’s pebbles into the middle of a windstorm. Dust Devil wasn’t strong enough yet to damage us, but I imagined that it would be soon.

“I guess it could be used as a calling card for an assassin to gain fame,” I reasoned. “But that’s pushing you into the Assassin class again.”

“Which is why I still don’t like it,” Dom cast his own heal spell on himself.

“Interesting,” was all I said in return. I wasn’t appalled. I was fascinated. “Do you want to kill me?”

“Absolutely,” he breathed out, like we were talking about sex. “But I also don’t. I’ve always wanted to kill. Everyone probably has that predator in them somewhere, but it’s been closer to the surface for me than someone more like you.”

“Hmm,” and still I wasn’t upset at the idea. I knew he wouldn’t kill me in the same way that dog owners know their dogs won’t attack them while they’re sleeping. I was oddly glad that he felt he could trust me with the truth.

Dom and I had been more focused on the diversity of uses for the Dust Devil. Clean dispelled it, and I finally realized why the Dirty Skeletons had been damaged by our cleaning spells. Sometimes it took a while for me to get the puns. If I cast Firestorm and then cast Bleach into the middle of it, it turned into something that seemed more like acid rain thrown into a washing machine.

“Is the house supposed to be smoking?” Terra interrupted our philosophical conversation and spell machinations. Was it weird that we had this kind of conversation in the middle of a dungeon? Perhaps, but at least we weren’t talking about our feelings when the clock was ticking on a time bomb. Unless you counted my nemesis quest as a time bomb, which I didn’t because I was stalling on purpose.

“Jooooy,” Dom eyed the rising smoke that made our exploded towers look like a chimney. There was a special way that Dom said the word ‘joy.’ He could stretch it out in this odd drawl that made the word ten times more potent than its antonym.

With all our experimenting, we didn’t know what kind of damage it would do until we could try it, so I snapped a Fireball at the next spire. Rather than wait for each spire, I cast it at the next one right afterward. Now that we knew the house was already burning, we wanted to dispatch all the bats quicker than we’d planned.

That was okay since I wanted to experiment with Dust Devil and figure out its damage. I cast Dust Devil into the combined swarms over our heads. This was so much better than the Breeze spell, because it whipped the bats into a whirlwind. I cast my Fireball spell into that as Dom cast Poisoned Mana. The Dust Devil itself wasn’t all that strong, so the bats were only stunned for a round, but now they were also poisoned and on fire. Once I added my Poison Cloud to the mix, we had a screaming whirlwind of burning, poisoned bats that we just backed away from slowly.

You have killed a Swarm of Bats – Exp +374 (36,018/350,315)

You have killed a Swarm of Bats – Exp +374 (36,392/350,315)

You have killed a Swarm of Bats – Exp +374 (36,766/350,315)

“It makes them taste bad,” Terra complained some more, choosing to rest herself on the top of one of the mausoleums rather than help us fight the bats. Now that she’d gotten bigger, she was doing a lot more damage, but she also tended to find more reasons and ways to find a corner and take a nap. It wasn’t like we were in any kind of danger, so I let her find her own way. I knew she’d be at my side in a bound if I needed her.

“The body change is tiring,” she explained into my mind, reading my thoughts. “It’s just taking me a few days to get used to the new shape of me.”

“Like a teenager tripping over your growing feet,” I commiserated, sending her loving thoughts of sympathy.

“Terra?” Dom asked, and I realized I’d said it out loud.

“She’s having growing pains,” I nodded.

Dom winced in sympathy, and I passed that on to her.

            

    
        Ch 48 - Burning Down the House

    
    
    
    
                Something inside the house had caught on fire, so we didn’t kibitz for very long. I took a jog around the house, casting my new Firestorm spell at the walls. We didn’t even try to barricade the mobs in the first time. The zone was built like a video game, but we weren’t playing it that way. We’d yet to be overwhelmed by anything, so I think we were feeling invulnerable. By the time I made it back to stand next to Dom, I wondered if maybe we’d taken on more than we could handle.

I first saw the full burn of the house in Dom’s eyes, as I jogged back up next to him. When I turned around, I had to admit it was a fierce beauty.

“If only I was a pyro,” he clicked his tongue and gave a signature heavy sigh.

“If only your heavy sighs could kill,” I snarked, bumping my shoulder with his.

“Funny,” he flicked his finger at my shoulder.

Mounds of flame began to move through the collapsing framework of a house that had been made almost completely of kindling. The upper levels were already sinking down onto the first floor, adding fuel. I cast Dust Devil at the front porch in several sections, trying to fan the flames to do the max amount of damage to those mounds of moving flame. The mounds were vaguely shaped as humans, but I knew they were mostly the zombie servants. The problem was that there were a lot of them.

“Dom,” I worried as the mounds began to detach from the house. They had to completely clear the burning building to be able to identify them from the flames behind them.

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 780/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

“I see them,” he started backing up and I backed up with him, but our eyes were glued to the house.

When the first spells started to come out of them, we didn’t realize what they were until they got close enough that we couldn’t avoid them.

Health -440 (17,228/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

That is what ten Fireballs looks like in damage. There were more zombies than that, but only about ten Fire Spirits were now after us.

“I think you pissed off the house,” Terra was only loping to keep up with us.

“Zone!” Dom and I cried out together, but as we were running for the zone, my mind was calculating. My mind worked lightning fast with all the stat bumps we’d been grinding. I had thirty-five rounds to live at this rate, but Dom had a little less, so I was going to work with thirty rounds before I figured we had to hit that zone line. I got the idea that I’d pissed something off and that maybe we’d been a little too complacent with our disregard for the game aspects, but while this was a great deal of damage for this zone, did it really compare to our inflated health pools?

Dom and I both cast Rain and we managed to hit three different Fire Spirits with the spell, but it was hard to watch them and pull the raincloud with it to do any damage. All we really managed to do was take out their healing and even that was only on the three we hit with it. They were spread out.

Health -460 (16,756/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 680/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

My Fireball cost a hundred and sixty mana, but these guys were casting it and only losing a hundred mana per cast. We now had twenty-nine rounds, but they could only sustain the cast of another six Fireballs. What would they do after that? Especially if they couldn’t catch us. We’d been playing EQ before they made it too easy.

“See if we can get them in a group!” I called to Dom, who gave me a look like I was crazy, but we had the health and maybe we could do it. We had the time to try and if I could get from Qeynos to Freeport in the first EQ as a naked newbie, then maybe we could do this too.

“Joooy,” Dom panted out. “Like Hill Giants only with Fireball.” He matched my pace and threw two more Rain spells. This time we got four more to lose their healing. I’d been kiting Hill Giants as soon as I had snares and dots, several levels before most people ever hit that zone.

Health -420 (16,324/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

We got close to our cattle pen and then veered so that we took the mobs in a large circle of the graveyard. We ran slightly faster than the Fire Spirits. Like dutiful little mobbies, they circled after us, grouping together so that our next cast of Rain not only took out their healing, but it also did just a little bit of damage. Not enough to make this work yet, but it was something.

Health -470 (15,842/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 843/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 871/880) (Mana 580/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 866/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 862/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 580/880) 

“They’ve only got five of those left,” Dom was figuring out the numbers too, as we ran and cast. I was just glad we didn’t have to stop to cast our spells like we had in EQ. All I had to be able to do was snap my fingers and I was dual wielding Fireballs. The problem was that Fireball wasn’t going to work against these guys. It would probably heal them.

“That’s still got our health over ten thousand when they’re out of mana,” I called back to him. I sifted through my spells as I cast and then kept rain over our group of raging infernos.

Health -450 (15,380/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 860/880) (Mana 480/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 804/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 821/880) (Mana 480/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 832/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 875/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 862/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 855/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 871/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 868/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 480/880) 

Bleach was bad, as it would only intensify the heat. Poison only really worked well on live flesh, and even Dust Devil would only fan the flames. Rain was doing damage and knowing that they couldn’t sustain the current damage levels past their mana, we could take the time, but there had to be something better to use.

“Earth beats fire,” Dom puffed out, switching to Stone Skin. I kept up the water for this round but watched his spell for its effect. The problem was that the Stone Skin spell was one of our lowest elemental spells. We used it as a buff more than an attack, except for the Vampire Lord.

Health -410 (14,958/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 840/880) (Mana 380/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 780/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 803/880) (Mana 380/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 812/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 858/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 861/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 832/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 841/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 828/880) (Mana 380/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 872/880) (Mana 380/880) 

We’d run in a complete circle around these guys at this point, so they were stuck there in the middle, changing direction with us and compacted for ease of extermination. His stone-based spell seemed to work as well as the water spell even though it was lower level, so I switched to that one.

“Incoming!” I heard Terra right before we got hit with it.

Health -890 (14,056/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 823/880) (Mana 280/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 762/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 791/880) (Mana 280/880)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 799/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 828/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 849/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 815/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 841/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 828/880) (Mana 280/880) 

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 872/880) (Mana 280/880) 

“What the hell?!” I cried out, my nice calculations tanked as another dozen of the things came out of the house behind us. They had the speed of the zombies, but were the same Fire Spirits we were already fighting.

Dom got quiet. We ran in the same large circle, but we could no longer keep them all separate. That was another thirty-five hundred health we’d lose just in the Fireballs of the newest set of mobs exiting the house. If every wave did the same kind of damage but nothing more, we could handle maybe four waves. We just weren’t doing enough damage.

Health -860 (13,184/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 852/880) (Mana 180/880) 

I stopped keeping track of the Fire Spirits individually, just taking a read on one each round and trusted my original math. As long as no more than twenty more of the Fire Spirits came out of the house, we could still withstand the damage they were currently doing, but I was at a loss as to how to dink down their health pools. We were barely doing an average of twenty damage per round to them, and while we were hitting them all at the same time, that was forty-four rounds.

Health -890 (12,282/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 802/880) (Mana 80/880) 

I tried to remember how many zombies had been on the top floors. Had they just turned them all into Fire Spirits? I had a fleeting thought that Fizzbarren was cheating again, but I squashed it as fast as it spawned. If he did have a hand in it, he’d be reading my thoughts carefully. It was possible that there were forty or less of the zombies, but if the waves of Fire Spirits included mobs from the basement levels, it really was going to go very badly for us.

Health -870 (11,400/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 480/880) 

As we rounded the corner, I kept an eye on the house to see if more were coming out. The first round of mobs were out of mana, but the newer ones were making up for it. Sure enough, another round were coming out just as we were running the arc of our circle that took us to the side of the graveyard. At least they hadn’t managed to hit us in the back like the first reinforcements had, but Fireball did the same amount of damage even as a surprise attack.

Health -840 (10,518/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 880/880) (Mana 780/880) – Burning (+25/5 seconds)

The newest ones still had full health and their heals until we managed to get them all together in the middle where they could be hit with my Rain and Dom’s Stone Skin spells. There is a nausea that comes with losing a third of your health that I’d never experienced before. It was getting harder to run. That sick feeling in my stomach reminded me of when I hadn’t been able to walk this long much less run full out. I might have the Constitution for it now, but my mind remembered when I hadn’t.

“Just keep running,” Dom prodded me, his chin firming even as I slowed. “We’ve got this. Let’s show him what a real gamer girlfriend can do.”

It was something Dom had said to me when Beau had gotten so mad about us becoming a couple. Beau had been subtle, but it had been hard for me. All I’d wanted to do was write music with him, but Beau had wanted the harem, the fame, and just something more than anything I’d ever wanted. In the end, Beau had refused to write anything with me. I’d told Dom that maybe my lyrics just weren’t good enough. Dom had said it was Beau’s music that wasn’t good enough. I’d said that maybe I was just the gamer girlfriend Beau thought I was. Dom had made that reply. It hadn’t helped as much back then as it did right at the moment that the fourth wave broke out of the house.

Health -440 (6,812/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 411/880) (Mana 80/880) 

The Fire Spirits with depleted mana didn’t have anything left to throw at us, so it really was a matter of attrition and stamina at that point. We might only have been doing around twenty points of damage a round to them but our mana wasn’t going to run out. We kept our clouds over their massive group, so we didn’t have to use up mana recasting it to do more damage. Rain lasted ten rounds, so the other nine rounds we were casting the stone spell.

Health -640 (3,812/17,680) – Burning (-12/5 seconds)

Fire Spirit – Level 20 (Health 411/880) (Mana 80/880) 

A fifth wave had come out, but there were only three in the group, so we ground. We ground until their mana was exhausted. We ground until I thought I couldn’t run anymore. If the nausea had been bad at a third of my health being lost, being down to less than a sixth of my health made me completely incapable of doing even the simple math. All I knew was that I had to keep running and casting.

You have killed a Fire Spirit – Exp +440 (2,762/350,315)

Three minutes can feel like forever. It was a little over that before the first one fell. The Fireballs had stopped, so we’d cast a few Create Water spells on ourselves to put out the flames. It helped with the heat and nausea, but between our rain and that fire, even the air changed. It was thick with evaporated water that didn’t hurt us as much as it did the Fire Spirits.

“Nice,” Dom panted out, casting the stone-based spell. “Stone Skin upgraded to Cement Shoes.”

This finally did a little more damage. On top of that, it rooted the ones he hit to a single position. We didn’t get to stop running because it only affected one at a time, but that one was stuck for twenty rounds. I was not peeved that he got the upgrade before me. Not at all. I’m not that competitive or petty. I just felt the need to catch up, making me cast more of the spell than I had before.

Once we were both casting Cement Shoes, the second wave was dropping off. By the time the water-based spell leveled for me, there were only two measly Fire Spirits left to feel the wrath of my Thunderstorm. Whatever.

We flopped back on a pile dirt and watched the house burn to the ground. We had to rest enough to cast heals, but we got meditation up a bit, Terra enjoying a massive petting session between us.

“I hope that we are NOT doing that again,” Terra fussed from ten feet away from us, having gotten overstimulated by all the petting we’d done to even get our mana to half. We balanced healing with mana restoration. We hadn’t gotten to the cleaning or repairing of our stuff.

“No,” I breathed out, thinking of how to find a recipe for marshmallows. I missed s’mores. I missed marshmallows. I missed sanity. “I’m not normally into book burning, but…”

“Those books?” Dom thumped his head back onto the ground behind him. “I’m actually not even a little disappointed.”

Luckily it takes a good long while for a house to completely burn. We were content to watch it. I was ready for a bath, a bottle of wine, and a box of chocolates. I could do all but the chocolates right now, but I was too tired to pull a bathtub out of my inventory, use Create Water enough to fill it, and use Fireball enough on it to heat it up. The wine and glasses were in my inventory, compliments of the Vampire Lord’s wine cellar, but even that was too much trouble until we were healed.

“Is that?” I stared at the smoldering ashes about a half hour later. “Moving?”

“You’re kidding, right?” Terra lifted her head.

“If the house comes alive, I’m out of here,” Dom perked up from his nap, but only barely. He too probably thought I was kidding.

“Not kidding,” I answered them both as the denizens of the basement rooms began to climb out of the cooling ashes. I cast repair on both our outfits just to make sure they didn’t fall off our bodies in another fight. “I think that may be the Torturer.”

“The one with the cat-o-nine?” Dom pushed up onto his elbows. “He didn’t drop it either of the previous two times we killed him. I was hoping maybe it was a rare drop or something.”

“It is the Torturer,” I remarked, casually, dusting off my hands.

“Don’t get up,” Dom put one hand on my arm and used the other to cast Cement Shoes on the Torturer.

“Okay.” I pulled up my knees in a comfortable sitting position and blasted the Torturer with Fireball.

“I didn’t like him touching you with that thing,” Dom sat up only enough to be able to cast with both hands. He cast poison. Dom had found a new lazy way to defeat mobs.

“I like it,” and I was talking about our new fighting technique, not the whip.

Dom’s eyes sparkled a bit with mischief as he purposely misunderstood me. I didn’t protest. I liked that smile on my husband’s face.

Dom had to recast Cement Shoes to keep the whip-wielding Torturer still, but we didn’t even have to get up. We did have to get up to fight the pack of werewolves that pulled up out of the ashes next, but after the fight with the Fire Spirits, we were pretty lackadaisical about it. I guess we kind of had been before, but now that we were tired, we preferred a gunshot to a long sword duel.

            

    
        Ch 49 - Fire and Ice

    
    
    
    
                “Okay, but,” I replied from the clawfoot tub, where I was taking a much deserved hot bath. “Why wouldn’t we just clean out the dungeon and stay here?”

“We couldn’t store anything here,” Dom said, propping himself up on one elbow in the Vampire Lord’s bed.

“Our inventories store everything we’d need,” I mulled through it with him. “And I really love that kitchen.”

“The front lawn needs improvement,” he pointed out, a wry smile on his face letting me know that he knew this was a silly mental side trip. Terra hopped up onto the bed next to Dom and gave me a curious stare, the one that cats get when they watch people voluntarily get into water. The bed dipped a bit with her bigger size.

“That is a downside,” I admitted, reluctantly. “And any improvements would never stay.”

We were celebrating level twenty. It wasn’t like I needed the bath, with my clean spell and all, but the bath did teach me to simply warm the water rather than Fireballing the bottom of the tub. We hadn’t burned down the house on any subsequent rounds through this dungeon.

“I’m also not all that fond of the ghosts in the ballroom,” Dom laid back on the bed, folding his arms under his head and staring up into the canopy.

“I agree,” Terra said as if we could both hear her. “Even when I catch them, I only get cold paws.” Terra had spent most of the day practicing her size changes. She resized herself into a more familiar shape and started a bath of her own.

“I kinda like them,” I teased him, exciting the water molecules in my tub just enough to warm the bath. It wasn’t a spell, but it helped bring up my Mana Manipulation. That was just my excuse for taking a very long bath. “They add ambience, and they’re almost like watching a part of Downton Abbey.”

“There must be a way to kill them,” Dom grumped half-heartedly. We’d been playing house for the day, and I wondered if his satisfaction was getting low.

“Have you figured out how long between kills you need?” I asked him, our light-hearted banter shifting to more serious matters.

“It isn’t that,” he waved me off, though I could tell that he was paging through his character sheet for something.

I gave a sigh and heaved up out of my bath. It just wasn’t as satisfying as it used to be for me in our old world. It had been a place to be alone, read a book, and have some peace without the normal pain of everyday life. Now it was just wet. I cast a Breeze spell to dry off, adding a bit of warmth to it like I had with my bath. It was as unsatisfying as drying your hands with one of those hand blowers. It just wasn’t the same. Nothing would ever be the same.

“What is it then?” I made myself ask, shaking off the mood. We were supposed to be celebrating.

“Even I can only run the same dungeon so many times,” Dom said. “We had to run this one over ten times to get from nineteen to twenty.”

“I wasn’t counting,” I shuffled through some outfits in my inventory. We weren’t going to run the dungeon again. We’d definitely level up before we got back here again. That meant we wouldn’t ever be able to come back. There were too many things like that for my comfort.

“Are there other dungeons around here?” Dom asked. “Or are we going to Siff now?”

“I don’t know actually,” I shrugged into some travelling clothes, suddenly not in the mood to be in my leathers. “I’d only found these two before I had to deal with Beau.”

“Siff?” he pressed me, and I felt that lump in my stomach.

I stalled, lacing up the suede-like, maroon vest over the billowing, deep purple shirt.

“I don’t know,” I hedged. I could have worn a kirtle, but I just didn’t feel strong in a skirt. Instead, I pulled on a set of breeches, like Dom’s, that laced up the sides.

“Siff,” he prodded me again, lacing up his own clothing, and casting a quick clean on it. Dom didn’t have a problem with wearing the same thing every day.

“We have to sell,” I lifted the tub with my new strength and tucked it into an inventory slot. Then I thought better of it, pulled it out, dumped it, and put it back in. I knew I was stalling, but I didn’t know why.

“We’ll stop by the cottage,” Dom agreed, “but only to sell. No profession grinding. It’s time to go get this done.”

“I know you’re right, but I don’t know why I’m stalling so badly,” I admitted, sliding on the boots that I’d made for myself.

“Kat?” he asked, tucking the bed into his own inventory. He had two others. We were turning into packrats.

“I don’t think so,” I called back to him as I went up the stairs. “I mean, I know that we’ll get her back as soon as we do the next quest, so that doesn’t make sense.”

“Emotions rarely make sense,” Dom followed, automatically pulling art off the walls.

“They make sense to me,” I insisted, stomping on the stone steps more than was necessary. “And when they don’t, I burrow them out like gophers in Caddyshack.”

“If not Kat, then what?” I could feel Dom rolling his eyes at me.

“I’ve never,” I started but couldn’t finish as I realized what was happening in my head. I couldn’t say it outright. I thought about my answer carefully, then said, “It’s new and I don’t know what will happen.”

Everything else had been part of one rewind or another. I’d gone to Siff before, but we weren’t stopping in Siff for long. Siff was one step closer to a place where I didn’t know what would happen with and to Dom. Siff is where Kat had died, and it could be where Dom could die. It was completely irrational. We were both powerhouses. Dom wasn’t Kat. We weren’t impetuously charging into danger. We’d taken the time to get stronger.

“Okay,” I nodded as I levered open the trap door that was at the top of the stairs. “I get it now. It’s silly and I’m ready to go.”

“Good,” Dom let me leave it there. We popped up into the empty dungeon, where not even a rat remained, thanks to Terra.

“I’m just fretting about new stuff,” I explained even though he didn’t ask me to.

Dom and I headed straight for the basement stairs, but Terra prowled the edges in case she’d missed anything. Her whiskers twitched proudly as she followed us up the stairs and into the kitchen. I already had everything I wanted from here, having looted it for food and supplies when we cleared it.

We stopped in the ballroom. We picked up several musical instruments because we knew how expensive they were. I had a cabinet of pinafores and another of violins. They were my favorite. I watched the dancers swing around the dance floor in a leisurely waltz, knowing that the waltz was incredibly anachronistic. I gave a sigh.

“See?” Dom answered my sigh with one of his own. “I should be able to kill them.”

“I’ll meet you at the zone,” Terra gave a sniff of disdain.

I watched her little tail twitch at a bit of frost on it from passing through one of the dancers, and pulled Dom back as he went to follow Terra.

“Ice,” I unfocused my eyes and cast a Dust Devil through the dancers, watching the mana swirl through them.

“You figured out how to kill them?” Dom perked up.

“Noooo,” I drawled out, casting a Firestorm spell next to the Dust Devil. “I figured out how to make ice!”

“Ice?” Dom sounded disappointed.

“I’m so stupid!” I excitedly watched the mana particles of my Firestorm go from super excited to sluggish as a ghost passed through it.

“Hardly,” Dom watched what I was doing but he couldn’t see what I saw.

“Of course,” I smacked my forehead dramatically, “if fire comes from speeding up the particles, the ice comes from slowing them down.”

“You know I love you, right?” Dom failed to push into my concentration.

“Uh, huh,” I answered automatically, calming the molecules in my Dust Devil.

“Babe,” Dom pushed my arm to pull my focus. “How many Fire Spirits were there?”

“I don’t know, over fifty?” I started to answer and then got his point as I watched a few dancers pass through where my Firestorm was just sputtering out.

“Does that look like fifty ghosts?” he prodded me, backing toward the door as one Fire Spirit bumped into a ghost which then changed to a Fire Spirit.

“Oh,” I sputtered out as yet another three Fire Spirits joined the group. “OH!”

“Zone?”

“I just washed my hair!” I answered, taking off for the zone with Dom at my heels.

We could have taken them. We both knew it even if the Fire Spirits chasing us didn’t. We were laughing as we ran out of the house like we’d lived in it all our lives. The kitchen door slammed behind us as we ran out the back and down the steps of the back porch. The door exploded outward in a shower of sparks, but it only made us laugh harder.

“Talk about going out with a bang,” Dom joked, neither of us winded from our dash past the now-burning house. The Fire Spirits had done what we’d told ourselves we wouldn’t do again.

“You did ask for a way to kill the ghosts,” I teased back, hopping the little fence between the graveyard and the house.

Comedy +1

Exp +10 (110/788,209)

“Not worth it,” he groused, passing me as I paused to take one more look at the burning house.

“You sure?” I called over my shoulder, focusing on the Fireballs the first of them were casting at me. I pushed the molecules to slow down. It took longer than I had before the Fireball hit me, but even as it touched me, it sputtered out. “I’ve got Ice now!”

Mana Manipulation +2

Spell Learned: Dispel Magic

Spell Learned: Ice

Exp +70 (180/788,209)

Dom turned and slowed, “No Fireballs?”

“I wouldn’t guarantee that,” I rushed to cast Dispel Magic with one hand, and Ice with the other, forgetting that I couldn’t cast different spells. But I hadn’t been casting different spells when I got both spells. I could almost feel the glitch trying to mend itself around me and justify the action. “But only three are here so far.”

Skill Learned: Duel Spell Wielding

Duel Spell Wield +20

Dispel Magic +10

Ice +12

Exp +440 (620/788,209)

“Maybe we should be near the zone, just in case,” Dom backstepped, even as I cast a wall of Ice at the approaching Fire Spirits. I held the wall like it was Firestorm, only I slowed down the particles. It was like my head ached with the effort to shift the very nature of the spell being thrown at me. This was exactly what I’d been looking for, and for more than the ability to make frozen daiquiris.

Spell Learned: Icestorm

Spell Learned: Wall of Frost

Exp +60 (680/788,209)

I pushed the Icestorm into a wall shape and then reinforced it with Fog, just as the first Fire Spirit hit it. They shuddered, both the wall and the Fire Spirit. It was a battle of Will and I had a hell of a lot of it, so I pushed against the Fire Spirit and willed it to slow and calm. I’d done it for people back home, I could do it for ghosts, I reasoned with myself.

Mana Manipulation +2

Fog + 2

Icestorm + 15

Wall of Frost + 15

Exp +340 (1,020/788,209)

Will +2

A Fire Spirit went into my wall, but a ghost came out the other side; a ghost that then dissipated as if I was starring in Ghost Town. I would have celebrated, but the next instant another one hit the wall. I got the spell up several levels, just standing there and denying the Fire Spirits passage. It got easier when the spell hit level twenty. We got experience for them all too. Just about every other Fire Spirit gave me a bump to the spell.

Spell Learned: Dispel Ghost

Dispel Ghost +25

Exp +280 (1,300/788,209)

“This changes everything!” I gushed at Dom as he leaned against the zone wall like he hadn’t a care in the world.

“Yep,” he nodded with a lazy smile, and I realized that it was the same thing I’d said to him on the night we’d realized we were soul mates.

“I love you,” I whispered and let myself be held for a few minutes. I felt him cast a clean and repair spell on me, Terra winding between both our feet, having stayed in her small form. Now I felt like I could do everything again. Not because of some sappy reason like with my soul mate at my side, I could do anything, fade out, roll credits. We weren’t that kind of couple. That helped soothe my soul, and I cherish it, but the real game changer was that I could cast two different spells at the same time. With that, I could combine them and make so many more spells. On top of that, I could charge spells now with more or less energy. It was like I was rewriting the rules…

            

    
        Ch 50 - Zoning Out

    
    
    
    
                “You ready to go?” Dom asked, his finger on the button to get us out of the zone.

“Yeah,” I smiled up into his eyes and let the zone fade out behind us.

We zoned out hand in hand, fully expecting nothing but a leisurely walk back to the cottage.  The sun was shining like it was midday and we blinked like owls coming out of a cave.  Time was something that was easy to lose track of in the zones, especially when you just powered through them like we did.  I wasn’t even sure how many days we’d spent grinding, but it must have been longer than I thought.

“Are you Karma?” a small man with a grey beard asked me in a gruff tone.

“Why do you want to know?” Dom edged a shoulder in front of me, ready to be my tank.  Terra’s hackles poofed up. 

“Don’t make this difficult for yourselves,” the wizened old face looked calm, but I recognized him.  He shouldn’t be here.  Behind him stood Mabel and Chester, both of whom looked a little guilty, but more afraid of this man than guilty about leading him to us.  I didn’t blame them.  Gorzan Keen was a powerful man.  He might not be as dangerous as the man who stood beside me, but he was powerful in his own arena.

Gorzan Keen – Level 30 (Health 1920/1920) (Mana 3480/3480) – Buffed Almost Invulnerable

Identify +1

Exp +10 (1,090/788,209)

Perception +1

He also shouldn’t have been that level.  When I’d met him last, he’d been level twenty, not thirty.  They had every reason to be afraid.  This lean curmudgeon was the Assistant Dean of the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue (UNLV for short).  He should have been back at the college.  I glanced at my compass, and it was spinning wildly.  Gorzan was not my only foe.  The college itself was my official nemesis, but I could technically defeat the college by defeating every person in the college.  I could also defeat the college by graduating.

Intelligence +1 

The first time, they hadn’t told me any of that.  Sammi hadn’t either.  I’d had no idea how to defeat UNLV as my nemesis, nor that the college as a whole was my true nemesis.  I’d thought that when the compass spun, it meant I had to defeat that person.  I’d defeated each of the administration one by one until they’d been replaced, and I’d had to defeat them too.  It had taken a grueling three years to figure out that I needed to defeat the college itself.  How did one defeat an institution? 

I’d spent the dorm time figuring out how to discredit the whole thing.  To do that, I’d brought down their whole governmental process and replaced it.  That had triggered my final nemesis quest which had been to defeat Fizzbarren himself, the creator of this world, and replace him.  Only then had I been able to change the world enough to turn back time.  I knew what I’d done, and I could do it again, but this time, I was going to be able to do it faster because of what I knew that I couldn’t know.  Already, Fizzbarren was adjusting the rules of the world to adapt to my strength.  If he knew what I knew, he could and would make it harder.  I squashed the knowledge and tried to hit the zone.

Castle Eroomtsim: Undead Dungeon

Level 10-20

Recommended Group size 5-10

You qualify for this dungeon but do not have the reccomended group size. Do you wish to override group recommendation? (Y/N)

I quickly hit yes, and we were back in the dungeon.  The dungeon was fully propagated now, but unlike the gnoblins dungeon, the zone-in was a safe enough place.  I hadn’t really thought it would work.  I wasn’t sure that it would continue to work for long.  Gorzan was a powerful mage with some very potent spells.  He held a bag of rocks on him that were charged with spells that were above even his level.

“Take this,” I pushed my spell book at him.  I’d been planning for this without trying to look like I was planning.  My spell book shouldn’t be transferable, but I’d found a loophole in making a spell book for Lily.  I could give away a spell book I’d made.  I’d discarded my spell book for one of the sloppy ones I’d made.

“Your spell book?  Why?” Dom took it even as he had questions.  I hadn’t explained anything of what was coming next because I hadn’t wanted Fizzbarren to know that I knew anything.  I can say here that I only briefly thought any of this at the time.

Intelligence +1

“I have another one,” I held up a second one of the handmade ones.  The one in my hand was practically blank.  It would slowly fill with the spells I knew as I used them, but I would have to recreate my spells to use it.  I’d gone through this the first time without any spell book and that had been how they’d denied me many of my spells.  A spell book was used to bind a magic-user against using the spells in it.  As long as they didn’t have specific spells to ward against, they would only be able to bind me with a generalized spell that I hoped I could break.  “We need to zone back out.”

“Wait,” Dom put a hand on my shoulder.  “What are we walking into?”

“I don’t know for sure,” I told him, but I stared at him in a way that would let my husband know that something more was at stake.  He had to feel the tension in me.  “But my nemesis compass just went nuts.  Our stalling might have brought my quest to us.”

“Seriously?” Dom slipped several cabinets out of his inventory until he got to a small bookcase.  He slipped my spell book into that bookcase and then repacked everything into his inventory.  Nesting it so deeply was smart, so I pulled out my extra two spell books and nested them deeply into my inventory, leaving the blank one in a main slot.

Intelligence +1

“Ready?” I asked.  A part of me wanted to stay here in this zone forever and block out the duties beyond.  We could wait for it all to collapse without me.  But I knew that Fizzbarren was forcing the story forward.  As the author, he could do that.  As the author, he could also shelve our story, like he’d done with Chester and Lily and I knew that too.  As the author, I could pull them out.  I had.  I just needed to do it again.

Will +1

“Maybe?” he answered, but he put his hand in mine.

“For Kat,” I kissed him, and we held onto one another for just a moment longer.

“For Kat,” he finally agreed, and we zoned back out.

“Sorry,” I blinked the light out of my eyes.  “Just needed a moment.  I’m Karma.”

“Are we done trying to escape?”  Gorzan waved a runed stone at me and I was suddenly frozen to the spot.  It wasn’t a spell I knew, and it didn’t use mana correctly, at least it didn’t use mana in a way that I understood it.  That was the point, though.  It was why I’d been wanting to get to level twenty so that I could possibly resist the spells of the casters at the college, but it would seem the college had been upgraded to reflect my level.  Just because that ploy hadn’t worked to shorten the upcoming fight, it didn’t mean that some of the rest wouldn’t work either.  I had to play this incarnation as it unfolded.  Knowing I had the tools helped ease my mind.

“Escape what?” Dom demanded, his hand frozen in mine.  It wasn’t a cold kind of frozen but more of a suspended in place.  The atoms didn’t vibrate at all.  I took a stab at trying to get them to move, but I only made myself hotter.  The atoms of the suspension didn’t budge.

Mana Manipulation +1

Exp +10 (1,100/788,209)

“Karma, you are charged with practicing magic without a license,” Gorzan proclaimed.  “I have gathered two of your peers to witness your apprehension.”

“Sorry,” Chester managed to mumble out.

“It’s okay,” I whispered to Chester out of the side of a mouth that couldn’t move on the outside. 

“It is not okay to practice magic without proper instruction,” Gorzan reprimanded me, his bushy grey eyebrows lowering.  “It is dangerous.”

“To him,” Terra spoke into my mind.

“Is she your familiar?” Gorzan pointed to Terra, and I had a moment of panic.  Last time they’d unsummoned her and seized my spell book.  Then they’d done something to block my use of magic.

“She’s mine,” Dom said, casting summon on Terra to prove it.

“Are you crazy?” I whispered in our minds, knowing he’d done the summoning as much to speak with me.  “He can hear the familiar speech.”  I knew that Gorzan heard what I was saying but I was hoping that it could be misinterpreted.

“Dom is my master,” Terra lied in the link, pretending to only be talking to Dom.

“Does he hear us, my pet?” Dom played along.

“He is a very rude eavesdropper,” Terra hissed slightly, backing behind Dom.  She might have slid out behind us both and into the forest except that a small part of her tail was also caught in the frozen space.

“Are you also practicing magic without a license?” Gorzan bored cop-eyes into Dom, but Dom’s eyes just narrowed in return.

“My class has specific magic abilities but is not tied to your establishment,” Dom waved his free hand around, a knife flickering in and out of his hand.

“I see,” Gorzan’s thick mouth scrunched up in distaste under a scraggly white mustache.  “You are excused for now, but I recommend that you do not use any magic she has taught you.”

“I am excused?” Dom focused on what was important to him.

“I am taking Karma to the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue to assess her abilities and place her in instruction,” Gorzan explained to Dom as if I was insignificant.  “It is either that or a binding of Karma’s magic.”

“Who chooses which?” Dom demanded, leaning back against the zone wall.  We didn’t get the message to enter the dungeon, but I thought it was clever thinking.

“Karma’s actions will choose for all of us,” Gorzan gave a burdened huff.  “If she can pass her classes, and behave according to our Code of Conduct, then she will be granted a license and be allowed to practice magic under the rules and regulations of the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue.”

“What a mouthful,” Dom chided, his wit lost on the gruff mage in front of him.

“I have been sent to transfer you to the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue,” Gorzan pulled out a scroll.

“You look a little old to be an errand boy to be sent to fetch a simple wayward magician in the woods?” Dom interrupted Gorzan’s channeling of magic into the scroll.  I was trying to watch the magic as he used the scroll.

“I am the Assistant Dean of Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue.  I was on my way back to the Capital and was asked to do this chore on the way,” Gorzan brushed Dom’s snideness off like it was expected of someone of such a low station.  “It is just part of the burden of leadership that sometimes we must lead by example.  One learns such responsible societal duty when one attends a college.  I wouldn’t expect someone from a simple guild to understand.”

“Transfer?” Dom prodded, ignoring all the self-righteous bullshit.

“Yes, transfer,” Gorzan waved the scroll, showing some impatience with Dom’s questions.

“You will transfer all three of us, then,” Dom leaned forward, but any intimidation he could summon was thwarted by the fact that his hand was trapped in mine.

“I don’t see why,” Gorzan protested.  “What is this girl to you?”

“She is my wife,” Dom grit out.  “I have suffered your manhandling of her, but I will not tolerate you kidnapping her away from her lawful husband.”

There were no rules about such things that I knew about in this world, but Dom seemed so sure.  We also weren’t married according to the rules of this world.  Did our marriage from before even count?  I guess it did to Dom, so I let him push the issue, wondering how it might change anything.

“Do you have a marriage runestone?” Gorzan asked, as if he was asking for travel papers on the train.

“They are new to this realm,” Chester broke in.  If anyone knew the marriage rules, he would.  “They were married in their realm before traveling here.  The other realm doesn’t have runestones.  It has papers, but they are rarely taken on travels.”

“This explains much of how this woman has achieved such a high level of magic use with no instruction,” Gorzan mused, considering Chester’s words.  This was all new to me and I was willing to watch and let it play out.  I’d done what I could and felt as prepared as I could be.  Whatever Gorzan determined here would carry over to UNLV.  “Still, you must be assessed and trained in this realm for your magic to be allowed.  There is a responsibility and duty that is also taught at our institution.  You must still be taken to Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue for your transfer credits to be determined, and then we can see where you place in our program.”

“And I will go with her,” Dom insisted.

“This is highly irregular,” Gorzan protested, unraveling in his resolve.  “I’m sorry but it is simply not done.  You will not be attending our institution and are therefore not authorized on our campus except at special events.”

“I will take responsibility for his actions,” I asserted, remembering the Code of Conduct that I’d been forced to memorize last time.  It wasn’t a requirement for grades, but rather a means of survival to know what the rules were so they couldn’t be used against me.

“This is not allowed,” Gorzan persisted.  “You may join her at the Capital and you have the option of living off campus together if you wish, but I cannot be liable for your transfer if you are not a student of our institution.”

“You would separate a man and his wife,” Dom warned, and my eyebrows rose at his use of a Biblical reference.  “This is against all our laws in my realm.”

“Then return to your realm,” Gorzan waved his hands around and again started to push mana into the scroll.  “Or spend three days in a coach to reach the Capital.  It is hardly the grand burden you insist it is.  You teenagers!  Wait until you’ve been married for twenty years.  You’ll consider a three-day break to be a blessing.”

“Not my wife, not ever,” Dom growled out, dagger out and ready.

The last thing I saw was Dom lunging toward Gorzan just as we disappeared.

            

    
        Ch 51 - The Subtle Game

    
    
    
    
                Teleporting had so many drawbacks that I’d almost preferred the coaches. Almost. First, you are out cold for a few hours after the teleport, which made me far too vulnerable for my liking. The second was that it left a bad taste in your mouth. Not metaphorically. It was like I’d swallowed two cloves of garlic and then had my mouth stuffed with a boy’s dirty gym sock for the time I was unconscious. I was pretty sure that a small dog might have urinated on that imaginary gym sock too. The last downside of quick travel was that you appeared in your new location completely naked. I looked around for a Ferengi, but I didn’t see one.

I woke in a cell. It was a cross between a very cheap dorm room and a dirty dog kennel, in that it smelled like the dog kennel even though it looked like a dorm room. If I wanted to be fair, it was really much more like a cheap motel room. I wasn’t in the mood to be fair, especially after finding myself naked and hung over. I’d liked that outfit. I dug around in my inventory, trying not to pull very much out of it in case they got the brilliant idea of getting me to empty my “pockets.”

Perception +1

There was a cot in the corner, a small table next to it, and an outhouse-style elimination station. There wasn’t any running water, but there was a small basin with a pitcher beside it. I did have to go badly enough that I used that excuse for a toilet, quickly, even as I pulled on a simple peasant outfit. I didn’t want to look powerful yet. I wanted to look pitiful and helpless.

I almost cast a clean spell at the whole place but reconsidered. Whatever spell I cast now would be written in my spell book, which would be used to bind my powers. They’d done this part before which is why I’d been so persistent about learning how to make my own magic. I tried to think about what I could live without, and my clean and repair spells were things I wasn’t giving up. I washed my hands in the basin, using the water from the pitcher. It wasn’t my level of sanitary, but it would have to do until I could get past the trial.

Will +1

Constitution +1

To be honest, there wasn’t a single spell that I wanted to give up, but I had very little time to put something in the spell book. I needed to put at least three spells in there. At least, that was what I figured. Three spells that would let them think I’d learned magic in another realm, but that it wasn’t strong magic. I’d gone in powerful last time and they’d responded by brutally locking away every spell in my book. They weren’t as smart as I made them out to be, but I played the game like they were. I quickly cast the smallest version of heal I had, followed by the smallest version of my buff. Thinking that they wouldn’t believe I was just a support class, I reluctantly cast Spark.

I told myself that I’d get them back. I had scrolls for the spells deep in my inventory. I knew Spark on an atomic level. If all else failed, Dom could teach them to me again. I can see you getting annoyed that I didn’t put my clean or mend spell in there instead. Thing is, I needed Bleach more than I needed Fireball. And mend? I was going to be doing some serious breaking and entering and mend could hide anything I broke. It was time to go from powerhouse to the subtle game. UNLV had power and rules. I needed stealth and a way to undermine those rules.

Intelligence +1

I’d been planning in my mind since Dom had chosen his class. I just hadn’t dared to think about it. If they were going to brand me as a criminal, figuratively speaking, then I would embrace the label. I’d reached the Capital by my own volition before, but I’d ended up in this cell within a day of arriving in the Capital.

I dried my hands on my skirt, thinking that if this worked, I’d clean it later. Officious things are never quick, but I’d gotten what I needed done, so I sat on that cot and waited. I pulled out one of Fizzbarren’s books, and finally had the time to read one of them. Could I have Fireballed my way out of this place and burned it half down before they caught me? Yep. Been there, done that. However, it wouldn’t work in my favor.

By the time I heard a key rattle in the door, I had a headache from reading Fizzbarren’s work. It was the story of a country mouse that swapped houses with a city mouse. The city mouse retired happily, while the country mouse was run over by a bus. I was more than happy to put the book down and face the person entering my little room.

Will +1

“I see you are awake,” the gruff man barely looked at me. I was used that here. It wasn’t that they were afraid to look at me, though they should be, it was that they considered me one of their pathetic little sheep. “Good.”

Fillibuster Burnt – Level 30 (Health 1920/1920) (Mana 3480/3480)

Identify +1

Exp +10 (1,330/788,209)

“It isn’t polite to identify people without their consent,” he waggled a gnarled finger at me. Fillibuster was tall, but lanky, his hair short and balding. “This is why you need to be licensed. Your gauche behavior sullies the reputation of mages everywhere.”

Perception +1 

“Feel free to identify me,” I shrugged. “I’ve nothing to hide.” Flanking the most officious ass of the whole college were two flunkies that I didn’t bother to identify.

Charm +1

“You’ll be assessed in good time,” he brushed off my invitation like it was of no matter and to him I was indeed a bug, filth that may or may not bring in enough money to pay for his lavish house near the palace. “You’ve been brought to the Capital for assessment and judgment. I’m taking you to your assessment procedure.”

“Do I get an advocate?” I knew the answer, but I wanted him to have to say the answer out loud. 

Charm +1

“This is not an official investigation,” he frowned at me with a miniscule curl of his thin lips. “If it was an official investigation of your behavior, we would be having a very different discussion. You would do well to allow this to remain informal.”

“I’ve been kidnapped, detained, and am now accused of something that requires assessment, and I don’t get an advocate?” I lowered my eyes to maybe hide my anger. It still burned. “Do I at least get to know the charges against me?”

“There are no official charges,” Fillibuster asserted as if he was talking to a child. I suppose I looked like one, but it grated on my nerves. “We are assessing your magical ability and whether to bind you, for your own good, or admit you to the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue. If you are good, you could become a student of magic here.”

“And if I’m bad?” my temper slipped out. I truly hated this man. I’d spent three years at his mercy and his incredible ability to turn outrageous accusations into language that made it seem like I was being a petty child no matter how I said things.

Will +1

“There’s no need to blow things out of proportion,” Fillibuster turned bland eyes to me. “Consider this an entrance exam to a prestigious school.” There hadn’t been colleges here before Fizzbarren had come up with the ingenious idea to make the school itself my nemesis. I hated my old college from home. I’d hated this man most. And it was the official from my old college back in my old world. It was the very same man, only somehow Fizzbarren had given him the memories of having always been here. The college and all the faculty and staff were brought from home and had memories that solidly remembered this Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue as having been here for hundreds of years.

“That would be great, if I’d been given a choice to apply, instead of being kidnapped, jailed, and soon to be judged.” I put down Fizzbarren’s book, and contrary to my words, meekly made to follow the detestable ass to my trial. Nothing I said would penetrate this man’s officious superiority.

Charm +1

Will +1

“I fail to see how you’ve been harmed in this process,” Fillibuster put a hand on my arm, and I barely resisted slapping it away.

“I’d rather not be touched,” I told him, looking past permanently raised eyebrows and down into eyes that oozed disgust even as he said nice words. It made me want to throw up. “Do I still have the right to that?”

Will +1

“Of course,” he drew his hand back, a small smile on his face. There is nothing worse in any world than people who claim to be helping or protecting the innocent as they subdue them with mental self-doubt. It’s that superior attitude that those in power slip on like a pair of shiny shoes. It’s that thing that makes a normal, rational person feel small, worthless, and worse, helpless. It’s a subtle part of my old world that breaks the lower class down so that they don’t dare to ascend in societal ranks. No matter what I did or didn’t do, this man was dead set on vilifying me. He wasn’t the only one, but he was the worst of them.

Will +1

“I’ll take you to the assessment chamber,” he led, unconcerned that I might attack him from behind. I followed, calculating how many Fireballs it would take to leave him a smoldering pile of ashes that clean would then irradicate beyond their priests abilities to resurrect them. It would take exactly 48 Fireballs. Exactly 43 percent of my mana.

Intelligence +1

I should say that I’m normally a pretty laid back person. I let anger flow off me, and I try not to hold grudges. It’s just that Kat and I had both been battling mental and physical disabilities. It took every ounce of our energy to get the grades we did; grades that got us accepted into medical school. When we asked for accommodations, the college had grudgingly and barely put things in place that didn’t really help, and if we complained or asked for more, we were slapped with Code of Conduct violation warnings from this man.

Do you want to know what a Code of Conduct violation can do? It can take a student with a 4.0 gpa and expel them from the college. It can also just be filed away in some drawer. The process is that you get a letter in your email that states that clearly and then you wait to see what one man decides to do with that complaint. If they decide you are not properly subservient, they send you to a trial like the one I was walking toward right now. A student who is kissing up to the legal department, a faculty member, and a Code of Conduct official then judge your actions and determine your punishment. A student is not allowed an advocate, attorney, or even help. They can have a silent witness at their side, but that person cannot interfere in the process.

I walked into a little room and was pressed into a chair by Fillibuster’s hand on my shoulder. It was his way of saying that he would not be told what to do. I looked down at his hand on my shoulder and then back at him with hooded eyes. He left his hand there just a moment too long. It sounds innocent enough, or like this slight power play, but it isn’t. If anyone ever does this to you, run away. Or, if you find someone like that in this fantasy world, kill them. That’s what I was going to do. For touching me when I said not to? Yep.

Will +1

The room consisted of a raised dais upon which sat a long wooden table and three comfortable chairs. On my side of the room was a single wooden chair with splinters that made me ache to repair it. Watch for this little crap. This is how they get you. It isn’t one big thing, it’s a bunch of little slights. It’s how they wear down your ego and crush you.

Intelligence +1

Will +1

Fillibuster left his flunkies standing at the exit behind me and seated himself on one the chairs at the raised table in front of me. He didn’t look at me. He fluttered through a batch of paperwork. This wait was the next little thing that was designed to make you feel insignificant. I defied that by using my woodworking skill on the chair to get out that splinter. I pulled out a fine file and started to work.

Woodworking +1

Exp +10 (1,340/788,209)

“Stop that,” Fillibuster called out from behind his papers.

“The chair is broken and should be fixed,” I said simply. Yes, I knew I was being a punk, but I did it anyway. “I have woodworking tools and the skill and time to fix it while I wait for your fellows. Why shouldn’t I fix something that’s broken?”

“If you need a more comfortable chair, one can be brought for you,” Fillibuster waved at one of his flunkies. “Now sit and show a bit of composure.”

I returned my file to a pocket in my dress but sat in a seat that now had no splinters. After several minutes, the flunky returned with another chair in worse condition than the one beneath me. The flunky set the chair beside me. Without rising, I took out my file and began to work on the new chair.

Woodworking +1

Exp +10 (1,350/788,209)

“What are you doing now?” Fillibuster ruffled more important papers.

“Fixing this chair as well,” I frowned, my eyebrows low but my eyes feigning confusion. “It would seem that your illustrious college has trouble with woodworking maintenance. I’m happy to help.”

Charm +1

Skill Learned: Subtlety

Exp +20 (1,370/788,209)

This is the subtle game. They are better at it than I am at this point in the story, but that’s only because they have the power and I do not. Pop some popcorn and sit back to enjoy this show. I know someone’s done this to you. It’s rampant in your world. No one had the power to stop people like this. Hell, half the time you can’t even explain how wrong it all makes you feel. You just know somewhere in your soul that these people are an insidious evil.

I know, reader, that we haven’t talked in a while. Not since my husband came into my world. It isn’t that I’m not still in awe of the fact that you turn another page every day. I am. I need you, and you know that now. You don’t know why yet, but that’s part of the fun, right? But it’s more than that. You live in a world where power flows between people you don’t even have access to most of the time. I’m not supposed to put that in here, but I just feel like you’re more than the typical reader. You can handle it. This little break into truth.

With your help, we’re going to win. We have to. You’re going to win so that you can get to a place where crap like this doesn’t happen, or at least if it does happen, it is defeated. As you read, you’ll see that we can win, not only here, but out there in your world, if that’s where you want to use it. It’s just that I didn’t want you to think less of me for the anger I have at these people. When it’s all over, I’ll put that whole disgusting college right back where Fizzbarren took it from, hopefully with the memory of a lesson in humanity. But here, in this world, I’m going to ruthlessly tear it apart by making them look at their hypocrisy, like rubbing dogs’ noses in poop on the carpet. This is the subtle game, and the worst thing I can do to another soul in any world is turn their hypocrisy like a mirror into their own faces. Most people turn away from my kind of honesty, but not you. You’re going to turn that page. Not because I told you that you were, but because you get it.

“We have people who repair things,” Fillibuster sneered at me through a smile. It was an eerie look to see on the stark lines of his lean face.

“They are obviously overworked to not have gotten to these poor chairs,” I argued, a tiny flit of light in my eyes as I noticed Fillibuster finally fidget in his chair. It was the only victory that was worth it at this stage of the game.

Perception +1

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,380/788,209)

“Take those out of here and to whomever repairs them,” Fillibuster ordered his flunkies. “And take that file from her.”

“So now you’re stealing my things,” I got up from the chair that one of the flunkies was lifting. “On top of kidnapping, detainment, and harassment, we can add stealing to the charges against you, and yet I’m the one on trial.”

Charm +1

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,390/788,209)

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish

Level: 20 (1,390/788,209)

Profession: Cook (Level 8: 3,330/6,075), Teacher (Level 7: 350/4,050), Alchemist (Level 6: 500/2,700), Blacksmith (Level 6: 350/2,700), Carpenter (Level 6: 220/2,700), Leatherworker (Level 6: 100/2,700), Mercenary (Level 6: 100/2,700), Merchant (Level 5: 800/1,800), Storyteller (Level 5: 200/1,800), Maid (Level 4: 450/1,200), Seamstress (Level 4: 300/1,200), Singer (Level 4: 240/1,200), Tanner (Level 4: 200/1,200), Bartender (Level 3: 350/800), Stablehand (Level 3: 200/800), Waitress (Level 3: 100/800), Woodsman (Level 3: 20/800), Butcher (Level 2: 20/500), Dancer (Level 1: 50/300)

Health: 18,762/18,762

Mana: 18,868/18,868

Intelligence: 90

Will: 88

Strength: 87

Constitution: 90

Charm: 85

Beauty: 14

Perception: 97

Dexterity: 99

Luck: 87

Skills: Identify (90), Dodge (83), Knife Fighting (83), Blacksmithing (70), Duel Wielding (66), Cooking (65), Grapple (62), Piercing (61), Disarm (50), Meditation (50), Multiple Foe Combat (50), Leatherworking (47), Flirting (45), Kick (43), Sneak (42), Bartering (40), Woodworking (40), Mana Manipulation (35), Barricade (32), Poison Resistance (32), Storytelling (32), Alcohol Tolerance (28), Backstab (26), Bashing (26), Intimidation (26), Hide (26), Slashing (26), Sewing (25), Singing (25), Teaching (25), Unarmed Combat (25), Comedy (21), Dancing (20), Duel Spell Wielding (20), Manic Charge (13), Swordplay (11), Tanning (7), Skinning (6), Mana Infusion (5), Disarm Traps (3), Milking (3), Subtlety (3),

Spells: Summon Familiar (49)

            

    
        Ch 52 - Gratitude

    
    
    
    
                “You are not on trial,” Fillibuster waved the flunkies from the room, impatiently, probably thinking he was punishing me to make me stand. With my height, it put me at eye level of anyone sitting at the table and with my strength and constitution, I could stand here all day. “You are being privileged with an entrance exam to our highest level of magical education. You would think you could be just a little more grateful.”

“I should be grateful?” I crossed my arms over my chest. It was like he just couldn’t hear my words over his own interpretation of the events.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,400/788,209)

“Grateful that you aren’t being tried for treason!” Fillibuster slapped his papers on the table.

“Treason?” I laughed outright. “Is that the charge against me? I’ve acted against the crown? Really? By practicing magic without a license?”

The door behind me opened to admit two laughing figures that I also recognized. One was a girl my age, the example of a peer that made the proceedings appear more fair for the student. She was blond, pudgy, and had her nose ALL the way up the butt of the professor next to her. How was her hair still blond?

Perception +1

“Did I hear someone say treason?” the professor asked on a careless laugh. This was Angel Hammock and she’d been promoted to professor in this world. She’d only been a lab coordinator back in the old world.

“He’s saying that my use of magic is treason,” I remarked calmly.

Will +1

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,410/788,209)

“Absurd,” Fillibuster stood to shake hands with Angel.

“Of course,” Angel responded to Fillibuster, ignoring me almost completely. “It’s good to see you Fill.”

Angel Hammock – Level 30 (Health 1920/1920) (Mana 3480/3480)

Identify +1

Exp +10 (1,420/788,209)

I watched pleasantries exchanged, imagining a sheet of fire scorching them all down to their bones. Did you know that you cannot skip a lab class, even if you are disabled and have an accommodation that allows for absences? I had an accommodation for one and a half the normal absences for any class due to a physical disability. Labs allow zero absences. Angel Hammock slapped me with a Code of Conduct violation because I showed up sick for one of those labs after being denied an absence. The lab instructor took that day off because of a migraine. Angel took a day off to care for her sick mother when she was scheduled for a meeting for the Code of Conduct violation against me. Did you know that there’s a line in their “award-winning” Code of Conduct that states that a student’s disability cannot be used as an excuse for bad behavior? Did you also know that if you stagger out of the lab after taking the quiz and you pass out in the hallway, that a student is in violation of said Code of Conduct because it’s deemed a disruption to the other students? Did you also know that it doesn’t matter how many students disclaim it, only a professor can determine if something is a disturbance to the class?

Angel Hammock was that lab coordinator who decided that I’d slammed my quiz on her desk in a fit of anger and that if it ever happened again, I would be administratively removed from that lab class. Even after it was explained to her that it wasn’t anger, but rather a desperate attempt to stagger out of the classroom before the closing darkness knocked me out, Angel insisted that it was indeed a violation because it had, in her opinion, disrupted the class. And why had I tried to take the day off? My representative from the Disability Center had told me that I could take days off even if the syllabus said you couldn’t. Turns out, you couldn’t.

“I’m sure we can clear all this up,” Angel winked at Fillibuster and sat next to him, facing me. I resisted rolling my eyes. I did resist. Mostly. “How was your trip to the Capital? Was it exciting?” she finally turned to me to ask in that voice adults use when addressing a small child. I ground my teeth.

Will +2

“Not particularly,” I nodded, arms still crossed over my chest, feet planted wide. “I was kidnapped away from my husband, locked in a room, and have had my possessions stolen. I haven’t seen the Capital at all. Just injustice.”

“Don’t be silly,” she waved off my complaint with a laugh that was sickenly echoed by her toady. “You’re here as our guest to be tested to see if you can be a mage!”

“Guests aren’t locked in,” I protested, but only mildly.

Charm +1

“For your own protection,” she scoffed, flopping a huge black braid over her shoulder. “We know how disorientating those first few moments can be when you arrive. Wasn’t the bed comfortable? Did we not have a chair for you?”

“I tried to fix the chairs,” I started, but Fillibuster talked over me.

“She refused to be seated,” Fillibuster shared a condescending head shake with Angel, who pursed her lips in a knowing smile that ate my stomach with anger.

I had to keep telling myself that I wasn’t helpless to these people. I had burned half of it down the first time and they’d still talked to me like this, but their justification for binding my powers for two years had been that burning. I’d spent a year in the kitchen working as a sludge with no magic to pay it off before they’d unlocked my powers and let me become a student. The maddening part was that they wouldn’t let me cook. While my mind pictured the burning buildings, I also remembered the endless piles of dishes that I couldn’t clean with a spell. They’d laid out a punishment that also included two years of work for the college as a mage to pay for the damage to the college. That hadn’t happened.

Will +1

“I see,” she sighed. “Let’s get the bad stuff out of the way, shall we?”

“That sounds reasonable,” I cut into the speech she obviously wanted to inflict on me. “How about telling me where I can file charges against the college for unlawful kidnapping, detainment, and theft?” I did actually know that these things were illegal in this kingdom. There were laws against such things.

“Honestly, you kids nowadays,” Angel rolled her eyes with Fillibuster who chuckled too.

“I was just saying that,” Fillibuster agreed. “The entitlement, right?”

Don’t you just want to barf in their shoes? Terra did it for you. Are you wondering why I didn’t call her to me? No. You’re too smart for that. You know I’m limiting my spell usage. The last spell I’d admit to having was the Summon Familiar one. I just had to bide my time and even I was getting bored with being belittled.

Will +1

“Fine, I get it,” I blew out a breath. “You are all powerful and can do whatever you want while I’m just a nobody who should be grateful for the chance to lick your boots. Fine. Can we get to my trial?”

Charm +1

“It isn’t a trial, silly girl,” Angel scolded, placing thick hands on the table in front of her to press her point. “We’re inviting you to join our guild of mages. We simply need to assess your talents and make sure you take the proper classes before you are loosed on the world. No one wants a bunch of rogue mages. That would be bad for everyone.”

“Once you graduate from the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue, you’ll make more money than you can spend,” the toady finally spoke up, her eyes urging me to get with the program like some informercial. Yeeeaaa – no. That wasn’t me.

I took out my purposely pathetic spell book and read off my spells. I then cast each of them like a performing seal at the zoo. When asked, I presented the spell book. As expected, Angel placed a stone on it, and I felt something tighten around me. There was a moment of panic, but I held it back. There would be time later to test how badly they’d messed me up.

Will +1

“Hey, you passed,” the student toady exclaimed. “You’re a student.” Were they trying to distract me from the loss of my spells?

Perception +1

“You bound my magic?” I asked, knowing the answer, but feeling like it might be suspect not to ask.

“Of course,” Angel and Fillibuster nodded together. “It’s for your protection and the protection of all the students here. We can’t have random Fireballs going off all over the place until you learn how to use them responsibly.”

“Don’t worry,” the student rushed to explain. I didn’t even remember her name. Was I as bad as them that I don’t remember her or was I just forgetting out of spite. She was a toady and a sell-out. I didn’t want to know her. “You’ll get your spells back in your third year.”

“Do you have an accelerated program?” I asked, my arms back over my chest. “I was told there might be transfer credits from my work in my previous realm.”

“We can look into that once you’ve passed your morals classes,” Angel nodded, eyebrows up and lips pursed. “For now, let’s get you a room! Isn’t that exciting?”

“Jooooy,” I stole Dom’s phrase and tone. “Does it lock on the outside or the inside?”

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,430/788,209)

“Neither,” Fillibuster laughed as if my defiance was petty. “No one has anything to hide here and we don’t have thieves. Mages learn to respect one another completely.”

“Do your quarters have locks?” I drawled and if he had one ounce of self-preservation under all that self-importance, he’d have taken a second look and a gulp at my look. He did not.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,440/788,209)

“I look forward to conversations with you after you have learned a few manners,” Fillibuster lowered his chin as if he had glasses to look over at me. I took a breath and smiled, my eyes full of my thoughts of feeding him his intestines.

“I do too,” I replied sweetly.

Charm +1

Will +1

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,450/788,209)

Toady-girl took me to my dorm room and started her infomercial with some gushy comment about how much I was going to like it here once I found a group of friends and some clubs to join. I ignored her completely. So far, all I’d seen of the college this time around were a few dank hallways, one trial chamber, and two dorm rooms, one with and one without locks.

“Am I allowed to go into the city?” I asked the girl.

I know what you’re thinking. This is where the main character makes friends with toady-girl and they become fast friends, finding out the college isn’t so bad. Or, another plot that’s popular is that this girl becomes the sworn enemy who competes for professorial attention in a race to the top of the class. This isn’t that kind of book. This is very subtle satire. I might have the body of a teenager, but I have the experience of fifty years. You get it. I can feel it. That’s why I like you so much. You get my sense of humor. If you had been that student that was escorting me to my room, I know the story would have been more like those up there, but I’m telling you this girl was just another of the brainwashed pawns of the powerful who bought into the cult that is college.

“We have free days on the last day of the week,” the girl answered me with an excited bounce. “We can go into town to attend temple or whatever you do. After that, we sometimes browse the stalls at the market, not that I can afford anything as nice as you can get here in the Capital.”

“Thanks,” I nodded, eying the room that was a little better than the one I’d had the first time. My first trek through this adventure, I’d been in one of those lockable rooms, so this was an improvement. Maybe it wasn’t worth not being able to kill every single one of those smug assholes, but I could do that anytime now.

“Did you want to go with us?” she asked, but she didn’t mean it. That was okay. I didn’t want to go with her. “It’s in three days. You’ll have classes the day after, I’m sure.”

“Yeeeaa – no. I don’t think so,” I told her, pretending that I was considering it. “It’s been a long day.”

Charm +1

“Oh, yeah, sure,” she said, happily finding her chance to dart back toward the door. “See ya.”

And it’s the oddest thing. That’s the last I saw of her in any loop. I never saw that particular blond braid bounce across a courtyard, walking away in a crowd at the market, or at any meeting or assembly of the college. It was like there were NPCs for a single purpose. Unlike Chester and Lily, they weren’t former players, but they also weren’t like Mabel or Beryle who could be counted on to appear in the same setting every time. These NPCs were more like walk-on parts in the movie version.

Perception +1

Here in the Capital, where there were so many characters to keep track of, the program took short cuts. I’m not being mean by ignoring them. It’s like saying you could be mean to an NPC in EQ who had a set program of information. If you ask something off script, they can’t answer it. I came to call these NPCs the Stepford people. That girl would literally be someone else tomorrow. I’d said yes to joining a party of them once, but they didn’t exist between the time I asked and the time they were to meet me. Then as I tried to start conversations, it wasn’t like Mabel. They just said their lines and disappeared.

Perception +1

It was eerie and creepy in a way that makes you think about clowns in the sewers. Seriously. I was never mean to any of them, any more than I’d be mean to my Alexa at home. I just couldn’t think about it without getting creeped out. All I could do was promise myself that I’d make it different. No one deserved to be a walk-on in life, even in a fantasy world like this one.

I’d tell you what my room looked like, but I redecorated the moment she left. I plucked out a deeply nested empty trunk and filled it with the contents of the room. With the room empty and the gnoblin trunk back into a nested spot in my inventory, I opened a blank spell book and tried to cast Summon Witch’s Familiar. The magic resisted me but only for a moment. Something popped and I felt the magic flow. Now I felt gratitude.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish

Level: 20 (1,450/788,209)

Profession: Cook (Level 8: 3,330/6,075), Teacher (Level 7: 350/4,050), Alchemist (Level 6: 500/2,700), Blacksmith (Level 6: 350/2,700), Carpenter (Level 6: 220/2,700), Leatherworker (Level 6: 100/2,700), Mercenary (Level 6: 100/2,700), Merchant (Level 5: 800/1,800), Storyteller (Level 5: 200/1,800), Maid (Level 4: 450/1,200), Seamstress (Level 4: 300/1,200), Singer (Level 4: 240/1,200), Tanner (Level 4: 200/1,200), Bartender (Level 3: 350/800), Stablehand (Level 3: 200/800), Waitress (Level 3: 100/800), Woodsman (Level 3: 20/800), Butcher (Level 2: 20/500), Dancer (Level 1: 50/300)

Health: 18,762/18,762

Mana: 19,610/19,610

Intelligence: 90

Will: 95

Strength: 87

Constitution: 90

Charm: 89

Beauty: 14

Perception: 101

Dexterity: 99

Luck: 87

Skills: Identify (91), Dodge (83), Knife Fighting (83), Blacksmithing (70), Duel Wielding (66), Cooking (65), Grapple (62), Piercing (61), Disarm (50), Meditation (50), Multiple Foe Combat (50), Leatherworking (47), Flirting (45), Kick (43), Sneak (42), Bartering (40), Woodworking (40), Mana Manipulation (35), Barricade (32), Poison Resistance (32), Storytelling (32), Alcohol Tolerance (28), Backstab (26), Bashing (26), Intimidation (26), Hide (26), Slashing (26), Sewing (25), Singing (25), Teaching (25), Unarmed Combat (25), Comedy (21), Dancing (20), Duel Spell Wielding (20), Manic Charge (13), Swordplay (11), Subtlety (8), Tanning (7), Skinning (6), Mana Infusion (5), Disarm Traps (3), Milking (3), 

Spells: Summon Familiar (49)

            

    
        Ch 53 - The God Card Hack

    
    
    
    
                “There you are,” Terra said as she formed into my hands. I gave her a scritch as she disappeared.

“Are you okay?” Dom’s voice in my mind loosened me.

“Yeah, you?” I quipped, summoning Terra back to me.

“You scared the crap out of me,” Dom’s voice was like a balm to my nerves even though he was annoyed. He wasn’t really annoyed with me, just the circumstances. Hell, I was annoyed with the circumstances too, so could I blame him?

“Great,” Terra’s fur was poofy from the quick summoning, so I cast clean on her and myself. “Now I’m a cell phone.”

I started with the smallest of my spells and worked my way up. The lowest level of clean went off without a burp, barely pulling anything from the ambient energy; energy that could neither be created nor destroyed, just like physics back home. It could only be excited, calmed, and transformed. I kept my mind on that as I reassured Dom and Terra.

“I knew it was coming, but I didn’t expect it to come to us,” I told Dom, petting down Terra’s staticky fur. “This was unexpected.”

“I’m in a coach and maybe halfway to Siff,” Dom told me.

“I didn’t realize I was out that long,” I whispered more to myself than Dom and Terra. I was pulling stuff out of my inventory to get to the deeply nested blank spell book I’d hidden there. “I’m actually just thrilled that I still have access to my magic.”

“What?” Dom asked.

“They tried to strip me of my magic,” I explained a brief version of what had happened to me while at the college and I could feel his anger heat and then cool dangerously. I found my spell book and flipped mostly blank pages. Trunks surrounded me, but that was okay because I wanted some of the furniture in there anyway.

“I’ll kill them,” Dom growled, resummoning Terra as our link began to fade.

“That’s the plan,” I replied calmly, summoning Terra back to me. “But this time I have magic.” It could be interpreted that I hadn’t had magic at the college in our old world. Terra knew that I meant they hadn’t managed to strip me of my magic this time. I was so relieved that at least one of my ploys was turning my way.

“They said the coaches take three days, but I think I can get there faster.” I could picture him cracking his knuckles. “I see what you mean about the stupid rocking. Annoying, but I can sleep most of the way and take them back-to-back to the Capital.”

“I have a better idea,” I pulled a Vampire Lord’s vanity out of the trunk, along with its padded stool. “Remember what we had planned for Siff?”

“Not without you,” Dom replied, and I knew he meant that he didn’t want to do it without me. I couldn’t help but think Dom’s shortcut language would serve us well. He left so much open to interpretation but I knew him well enough to know where his mind would go.

“You don’t need me to do what we planned, and it’s still something that needs to be done,” I skirted around the truth, hoping he’d understand me. The room was too small for the Vampire Lord’s bed, so I settled for one of the harem’s single beds. It was just as nice in maroon velvet curtains and pink lace canopy that sparkled with gems. I cast the Mend spell at a tiny tear in the thick feather comforter. “I need you to do what I can’t do this time. I’ll need that support in the end.”

I could feel him resisting, but he grunted acknowledgement.

“I’ll keep Terra with me for now,” I continued, leaning back on the bed and trying a higher level Clean spell on it. “Summon her if you have any updates. She’ll have to hide out in my room most of the time, but I don’t think she’ll mind much.”

“I’ll find my way around,” Terra twitched her tail back and forth. “I will not need to hide away.” And with that, Terra turned a mottled black and brown color that allowed her to blend into the wood of the walls, especially as the light from a very meager window flickered with swaying trees outside. The college was built so much better than Mabel’s old tavern. The wood paneling was smooth and coated with stain and layers of wax.

“You’re really ok?” Dom asked one last time as the link faded again.

“I love you, and I’m in a good position,” I answered him, letting it go with an almost physical ache in my chest. The first time, this had taken three years just to get my magic back. I cast my spells from memory, allowing them to be written on the pages.

Remember how Sammi had told me that my spell book couldn’t be taken away from me? Fizzbarren had changed the rules. As the author of this tale, he was allowed to make godlike moves on this chessboard. It was called playing the god card. It’s when an author has painted a character into a corner and then uses some godlike savior to pluck them from a disaster that the character probably couldn’t have escaped on their own.

I’d played a god card when I’d initiated the time loop. The problem is that it costs you readers, as one can see from my analytics. I hadn’t used it to save myself, but rather to go back and save my daughter from death, a death that had carried over to the old world.

I’d scrubbed pots and pans for years on the hope that Kat’s death had just sent her back to our world, that she was still alive back there. I suppose there had also been the fact that I’d been trapped during that time with no real way to escape. After my first escape attempt, they’d magically grounded me to the campus area. I could leave, but if I stayed away for more than a day, my skin began to burn and itch. Worse, I was branded with a sigil that glowed when I’d stayed out past curfew. Even if I could withstand the itching burn, that sigil blazed across my forehead so brightly that it could and had lit my way through the sewers.

So, yeah, I’d played the god card of a time loop because aside from reversing time, one couldn’t take back a death that was over three years old. The staff at UNLV could be resurrected by the priests in the Capital. The priests had a set of runed stones that glowed as long as the staff member was alive. When one flickered out, they would use the spell inside to bring them back to life. The drawback? They were sick for a week in a fevered state that burned out most of what had happened to them the week before they’d died. You should have seen my face the first time one of those bastards came back to life after I’d managed to gut them in the dark.

Once my three years were up, and I’d proven my responsible devotion (and the phrase still makes me want to throw up) to the college, I’d spent my days a prime example of reform and loyalty. I’d spent my nights killing staff. I’d made a lot of mistakes, but I’d never been caught, even when the priests brought them back to life.

Only Terra and I remembered those times. Kat only remembered her life and death. Dom, Cliff, and the rest of everyone seemed oblivious. Even Fizzbarren, the author of this world, hadn’t reacted like he knew the loop existed, probably because I’d cast the spell from our old world and not from here. It had taken me almost four years to defeat the college. It had taken me another three days to defeat Fizzbarren and become the author.

Becoming the author had been crazy. I didn’t own any of Fizzbarren’s books or copywrites, so I’d had to write my own story. I’d tried. You saw it. I found Royal Road and started putting up chapters. I was so angry and bitter and it came through in my writing. But readers came. You came. So, I kept bleeding my life onto digital pages for print. Until I couldn’t.

I begged Sammi to let me write something else, but to do that I’d have to pull people into the world and use them as characters; characters like Lily and Chester, and Kat. Characters who could die. Beau sat up on a shelf in a nice little town of his own making, with his lovely hearth witch wife and their little boy. I could have used them, but it felt hypocritical to use other people to write stories, and this author class only got experience and increased power when I used the engine that Fizzbarren had made.

I made a promise long before I became the author to save people like Lily and Chester from their shelved lives if I ever had a chance. I promised I’d find a way to give them a choice. Lily and Chester are my dear friends. They were. They will be? Even Beau had chosen the shelf over the real world.

I almost hung it all up several times. I didn’t need this. I could retire. What was life without Kat? There is a special hell that is the life of a parent who has outlived their child. In Fizzbarren’s house, in the real world, I had everything I’d need for the rest of my family to simply live out our days. Everything but Kat.

Fizzbarren hadn’t hungered for wealth because he’d had it. A fifteen-hundred-year-old legend, once immortalized as the angry, baby-stealing dwarf with the odd name, Fizzbarren had had only one regret left. He’d wanted a legacy. Babies grew up and betrayed the wizened old dwarf, set in his ways, resenting him for his gruff impatience with budding life, and youthful naivety. Society had become a mass of brainless people to him. He’d been writing poetry and fables for centuries, but now all people wanted was pulp fiction, video games, and television. He was a get-off-my-lawn old man in a let’s-all-get-along-and-fight-from-behind-screens world.

So, Fizzbarren wanted the one thing denied to him. Respect. Why shouldn’t he have fame? He was certainly smarter and wiser than all the celebrities that were writing books that filled the shelves. He’d survived wars, discrimination that made today’s issues feel shallow to him, technology that put his children’s pictures on milk cartons, and critics, all of which he considered equal evils. I knew this because he gave a very long villain speech that will never be written on pages because he had, ironically, outlawed any villain speech past five paragraphs.

I’d taken a chance on the god card. A big one. I’d defeated him once, this creature who had witnessed the turn of two millennium markers for civilization. There was no guarantee that I’d beat him again. At least some of my first victory had been luck. I could only hope that my knowledge would help me balance that luck into another win.

And if it didn’t, I still had that reboot button. I’d do this as many times as I could to get Kat back. Why didn’t that reassure me? Because sooner or later, Fizzbarren was going to catch onto this reboot thing. If I ever stop writing, it’s because Fizzbarren has used another god card to counter this one. Just keep reading, okay? I think as long as we have enough readers here, I’ll have enough mana and power to block his knowledge of… all this.

Right now, thanks to you, even as new of a Royal Road author as I am, I have more page views and readers than Fizzbarren. It’s a close call, but as long as we can keep it up, I think there’s a chance of defeating him the second time. Just. There’s something about this one reader. I think it’s you. You fill the mana more. I don’t know if it’s my connection to you or your connection to the story, but it’s like you’re really one of us.

Skill Learned: Pontification

Pontification +10

Exp +120 (1,570/788,209)

Uh, oh. It’s not a villain speech but I am still bound by Fizzbarren’s rules of pontification and it looks like I really need to get back to the story, but hang in there. I’m hiding these ruminations in the main story so that you can see them. Fizzbarren is hiding some of my comments somehow. It’s the loop. It’s somehow giving him power over my present. Could he? No, I dare not even think it, much less write it.

Here… no one reads these. I’ll throw one of these in and it’ll hide our talk.

Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish

Level: 20 (1,570/788,209)

Profession: Cook (Level 8: 3,330/6,075), Teacher (Level 7: 350/4,050), Alchemist (Level 6: 500/2,700), Blacksmith (Level 6: 350/2,700), Carpenter (Level 6: 220/2,700), Leatherworker (Level 6: 100/2,700), Mercenary (Level 6: 100/2,700), Merchant (Level 5: 800/1,800), Storyteller (Level 5: 200/1,800), Maid (Level 4: 450/1,200), Seamstress (Level 4: 300/1,200), Singer (Level 4: 240/1,200), Tanner (Level 4: 200/1,200), Bartender (Level 3: 350/800), Stablehand (Level 3: 200/800), Waitress (Level 3: 100/800), Woodsman (Level 3: 20/800), Butcher (Level 2: 20/500), Dancer (Level 1: 50/300)

Health: 18,762/18,762

Mana: 19,610/19,610

Intelligence: 90

Will: 95

Strength: 87

Constitution: 90

Charm: 89

Beauty: 14

Perception: 101

Dexterity: 99

Luck: 87

Skills: Identify (91), Dodge (83), Knife Fighting (83), Blacksmithing (70), Duel Wielding (66), Cooking (65), Grapple (62), Piercing (61), Disarm (50), Meditation (50), Multiple Foe Combat (50), Leatherworking (47), Flirting (45), Kick (43), Sneak (42), Bartering (40), Woodworking (40), Mana Manipulation (35), Barricade (32), Poison Resistance (32), Storytelling (32), Alcohol Tolerance (28), Backstab (26), Bashing (26), Intimidation (26), Hide (26), Slashing (26), Sewing (25), Singing (25), Teaching (25), Unarmed Combat (25), Comedy (21), Dancing (20), Duel Spell Wielding (20), Manic Charge (13), Pontification (11), Swordplay (11), Subtlety (8), Tanning (7), Skinning (6), Mana Infusion (5), Disarm Traps (3), Milking (3),

Spells: Super Heal (99), Fix It (97), Fireball (88), Poison Cloud (88), Bleach (86), Firestorm (85), Silence (74), Dark Vision (69), Mental Vision (63), Dust Devil (50), Rain (50), Preserve (49), Summon Familiar (49), Cure Poison (48), Fog (47), Buffer (43), Cement Shoes (43), Create Spellbook (43), Lesser Charm (41), Disguise (29), Dispel Ghost (25), Icestorm (25), Wall of Frost (25), Glamour (21), Ice (12), Soften Curse (11), Dispel Magic (10)

Did you see that? This worked out so much better than I’d expected. They took Spark, but I managed to cast the higher levels of it. The same is true for the buff and heal spells. I didn’t even lose them! There was a little tiny resistance when I first tried to cast the higher level of those spells, but the higher levels worked. I could not cast those first levels though. I could cast Sparkler, but not Spark. I could cast greater heal, but not lesser heal. It was as if they had blanked out a tiny piece of me. I raged, but more in memory of what they’d managed to take before.

If you’re wondering how I got Fireball back, well, let’s just say that I fried my eyebrows in an empty version of my room. Between heal and my Ice Storm, I kept it contained. I only had to repair a few crispy walls. See? That’s why I needed clean and repair so much more than Fireball. I now had walls stained with a deep cherrywood color and slick with lacquer. It was amazing what that leveled-up repair spell could do. All I had to do was damage something and then imagine what the repair would look like, and it would take that shape. I bet you’d love to redo your walls that way, right?

For the first time in a long time, I felt the insidious bud of hope in a deep portion of my heart. Hope that I’d really be able to do better this time. Dom was coming. He would get me those contacts outside the college that I had needed last time. If Fizzie had moved to block that with this teleport, Dom would make up for it. But how could Fizzbarren know? He couldn’t. This wibbly wobbly timey wimey stuff was convoluted even in my overactive mind.

Intelligence +1

            

    
        Ch 54 - Capital Punishment

    
    
    
    
                Come the next morning, I was ready to get some work done.  Since my door wasn’t locked or lockable, I spent a little bit of woodworking time and barricading skill to hack apart an extra wooden set of drawers into some nice accoutrements for our little home.  Terra now had a window seat, made out of a drawer, that was sturdy enough to hold any of her forms, though she tended to stay in a small cat form most of the time.

Woodworking +1

Barricade +1

Exp +20 (1,590/788,209)

“It’s more comfortable in my own form,” Terra had told me when I asked. 

We also had a primitive lock for my door that consisted of a bar over it that could be triggered stealthily from the outside.  A thief would find the door child’s play to open, but supposedly the college had no thieves.  I knew better, so I kept most of my valuables in my inventory.  Most of the thievery here at UNLV were crimes of opportunity.  If a door posed the least obstacle, it was easier to pilfer from someone else.  My other anti-theft device was that I had no intention of letting anyone into my room but me and Terra, so there would be no one to know I had anything worth concerted effort.

Skill Learned: Locksmithing

Exp +20 (1,610/13,669)

I dressed simply in the Vampire Lord’s cook’s clothes.  It was a plain brown kirtle over a cream-colored underdress.  I left the apron in the wardrobe that took up the rest of the space in my room.  I wore my comfortable steel-toed boots, and had a dagger strapped to the outside of my thigh that I could get to thanks to my sewing skill and a slit in my underdress that looked like a side pocket.  I clipped my hair up in a simple leather thong, so it would stay out of my face.  Then I cast my Glamour and Disguise spells in such a way to make it look like I’d spent an hour at that vanity getting all dolled up.  It was time to charm a guard.

Beauty +6

Glamour +1

Disguise +1

Exp +20 (1,630/788,209)

Terra disappeared through her window to do some recon.  She remembered the college and how to get in and around things, but she hadn’t seen it before I’d burned half of it down and they’d rebuilt.  I hadn’t been able to summon her for three years last time.  No magic had meant no Terra.  She just wanted to see what might be different.

I had to remind myself over and over that this time was different.  I wasn’t locked on campus.  I had magic and Terra and Dom.  It wouldn’t take three years.  I knew how to do it this time.  I still took a shaky breath as I approached the guard.  I really didn’t know the rules this time, but if I could manage to stay just within those rules, I’d have enough freedom to do what needed to be done.

“Mice!” Terra exclaimed into my mind, distracting me enough to make my smile real.

“Can I help you?”  The guard was straight out of a template.  He wore shiny armor, held a big sword, and the face and bearing of a rent-a-cop.  No offense to anyone working security out there.  I’ve done it myself.  This wasn’t a rent-a-cop like you or I would be a rent-a-cop to pay the rent.  This was that rent-a-cop that didn’t get into the military or police department because he was snively in some way that set people’s nose and upper lip to twitching like a bad smell had entered the room.

“I’m a new student here,” I started, stumbling over words.  It wasn’t like I could get a relationship with the guy.  He’d be totally different tomorrow; another template version of a guard.  “I was wondering if I could pick up some supplies from the market.  I don’t have any classes today and I need some girl stuff.”

Charm +1

Men everywhere flinch at that.  This guy lived up to that stereotype, fumbling his look at anything but me as he answered, “Curfew is dusk.  Get back by then or don’t come back.”  It was supposed to be a privilege to go to this prodigious school, so that was supposed to be a threat.  If I didn’t have to defeat the place, I’d have been gone without a glance behind me.  I was Lot, not his wife.

“You’re a life saver,” I gushed at him as I scooted through the gate.  Another guard gave a gruff look to my rent-a-cop but rent-a-cop nodded and waved me through.  “Thanks,” I shot at the second guard.

I couldn’t believe that worked.  I rounded a nearby corner at a brisk walk hoping they wouldn’t change their minds.  I actually didn’t need to go back through the gate tonight.  As long as no one came looking for me, I was clear for four days in the city.  I wouldn’t take it.  I didn’t know who might go looking for me or that I wouldn’t have classes tomorrow.  I’d be in my little dorm room by morning at the latest. 

I can’t explain why I did it at all.  Maybe I just needed to prove that I could leave.  Prove it to myself that it was different from last time.  Three years mark you and I was feeling that mark.  You don’t just shake that off.

“I’m in the city,” I told Terra in our link, another thing that was proof that I wasn’t back there.  “Do you want me to summon you?”

“Really?” Terra perked up.

“No one out here is going to object to my having a familiar,” I reasoned, picking my way over toward a market where I couldn’t afford anything last time.  Not only could I afford stuff, I could sell things too.  I’d hung one lovely seaside painting in my room, but I could easily sell the rest to a broker here in the Capital for a hefty sum.  “College staff is all working now, and I can summon you if you get into trouble anywhere.”

There were many things that I could do, but nothing I had to do right away.  I’d been so driven for so long, a leisurely stroll through the Capital felt like the epitome of luxury.  In this place, freedom itself was a luxury, time was an added spoonful of chocolate syrup.  Which reminded me that my stomach was empty.  I loved how fast my calories got eaten up in spell-work, mostly because I loved eating.  I had a bunch of things preserved in my inventory, including a lovely chocolate cake, but this was the city.  They had bakeries and eateries.

Finding purpose, I found a bakery and traded my cake recipe and a few baking soda potions for two dozen cinnamon rolls that would give Cinnabon a run for their money.  I also bought and ate some honest-to-goodness yeasty donuts that would make your eyes water. 

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (1,640/788,209)

“You come back and I’ll give you a free piece of cake once I’ve mastered it,” the buxom woman behind the counter promised.  I ached to sit with her and bond over baking and recipes, but I wouldn’t know for days if she was even real.

“I’ll hold you to that,” I gave her a slightly sad smile.  Whoever was here would honor that bargain.

“If it’s a good seller, I’ll see there’s a free piece of it every time you come in,” she gave a motherly grin, and I hid my wince.  That kind of thing made for a good story, that was all.  I hated his world.  I hated how his contempt for humanity bled into every corner of it. 

I’d fix it, I told myself, and headed for somewhere to pack in some protein in the form of luscious meat pies.  I found a bar.  What did you expect?  I talked my way into the back room and fixed them a batch of chicken wings.  In exchange for the recipe, the savvy tavern owner gave me free drinks for the night and all the wings I could eat.  That was a lot, but the patrons of the tavern more than made up for it.  Wings not only sold well, but the hot sauce made people thirsty for more ales.

Charm +1

Bartering +1

Exp +10 (1,650/788,209)

“You’ve got a free seat at the bar any night as long as you don’t drink me out of business,” the laughing tavern owner pointed his chubby finger my direction as I left, waving.  I gave him the same smile I’d given the bakery owner.  Maybe if I made enough friends, I’d find one I could see more than once.  In any case, the goodwill was worth it.

The Capital was a bustling place that stank of sewage that ran under the streets.  Cobblestone roads had little grates in them to leak away the garbage that piled up in what could be called gutters, but unless there was a good rain, most of it sat around and baked into a smell that overwhelmed the eateries and bakeries.  I wanted to cast clean, a lot.  I did it in the kitchens when I worked, but elsewhere was just like trying to sweep a beach.  I wanted to love it, but my heart wasn’t in it.  Even being able to buy some rare spices and potion ingredients at the market didn’t make me feel better.  It was just the trauma of my previous trip that had settled into my shoulders and wouldn’t shake loose.

People were generally happy, dressed similar to me for the most part, at least period-wise.  Some wore the higher-class stuff, but most were just making it work day to day.  It was a storybook place that a person just wanted to get lost in, except that if you asked anyone an off the wall question, they would blink once and say a line out of a database, and those lines repeated.

Perception +1

“Do you have any cumin spice?” I asked the spice vender.

“I can ask the trader next time their through,” he answered after that blink.

“Do you have lavender soap?” I put to another vender with lovely eyes.

“All I got is what you see here, girl,” the woman blinked and said.  “We ain’t all that fancy at the market.”

And stores.  They were packed with what looked like so much variety it could spin your head, but when you asked about things or read the labels, they repeated over and over.  The herb shop sold lavender, but not lye.  The weapon shop sold sharpening stones, but not flint.  The adventurer’s shop sold backpacks, but not fishing poles.  The magic shop was owned by the college and so I didn’t go in, but the cauldron display only lacked a Nimbus 2000 to be straight out of everybody’s favorite alley.

I bought a few baubles because that’s what you do at the stores at an amusement park.  I ate the overpriced food and drank the overpriced mulled wine that tasted more like root beer.  I got a bushel or bunch of every herb, potion supply, or oddball spice I could find.  In essence, I shopped and browsed and tried to cheer up, but the sadness in my gut wouldn’t let go.  Learned helplessness wasn’t something you shook off with a bit of retail therapy.

Dusk was settling by the time I made it back to the college.  I didn’t actually want to get stuck outside and the only way back in was through the sewers or if I could find a bribable guard which was totally a hit or miss prospect.  Terra stayed in the city for a bit, but I kept my ear out for her just in case some stray dog or mean human got an idea that she was meat pie material.  I needn’t have worried.  Terra was quite adept at hiding in the shadows with that dark mottled coat of hers.  At night, you’d only see her by her eyes and only if you caught a glint of lantern lights.

When I returned to the college, I made straight for my room and realized it was all I’d wanted in the first place.  The joys of an inventory, excess strength, and lots of energy meant that my tiny dorm room could be anything at any given time.  If I dumped the bed, vanity, wardrobe, and stool in a chest, I could pull out my cooking and potion-making supplies to make my dorm room a kitchen straight out of the Vampire Lord’s castle. 

What retail therapy started to lift, baking like a madwoman tried harder to shake off.  It took five dozen cupcakes with happy-face frosting, ten dozen chocolate chip cookies (not including the batch of dough I ate myself), two dozen snickerdoodles, four pies, a batch of macaroni and cheese, three loaves of crusty sourdough bread (of course I kept a starter preserved in my inventory), and a chocolate cake that tasted like ice cream only warm and gooey.  I ate myself sick, cried myself to sleep and woke with a still-present pit in my stomach at the thought of having to sit through a single college class again.  That is not to say that I ate ALL of that.  Most of it was still preserved in my inventory.

Constitution +3

Cooking +10

Exp +100 (1,750/788,209)

“Karma,” Dom whispered in my mind, waking me from a light snooze.  It wasn’t yet dawn, and I’d drunk a bit of whiskey to get myself to sleep so I was a bit groggy. 

“He summoned me out of a perfectly lovely nest of mice in a wine cellar,” Terra protested, but I could tell she didn’t mean it.  She could feel my distraught thoughts and the trauma I was processing in several relatively unhealthy ways.

“The Siff Underground is mine,” Dom’s tone was smug, and I found a real smile inside me, even as I cast a glamour to cover my puffy eyes.  Some part of me knew he couldn’t see me, but that doesn’t matter to a dulled mind that is grasping for succor.

“You did it,” and it said something about my mental state that there was a note of despair beneath my feigned joy at the news.  “Even without me.”

“Only because of you,” he replied, concern in his emotions letting me know that he could also feel the befuddlement of my mind.

“You woke me, sorry,” I told him by way of explanation and without recrimination.

“I’m on the next coach to the Capital,” he told me.

“There are two small pit stops a little bigger than Mabel’s place before you get here,” I worried at the comforter and then mended the tear my worrying made.

“What’s wrong?”

“She’s moping about having to take classes at this ridiculous place,” Terra blurted out my secret pain, making it seem like a petty thing. 

“Moping,” I snapped, probably more harshly than I needed to, but she hadn’t been there for the three years of miserable classes of basic moronic platitudes, taught by pompous professors and overseen by petty dictators whose whole purpose was to brainwash you into feeling gratitude for their attention and then induct you into the cycle of demoralization.  “Three years of bowing and scraping to petty dictators who wanted to crush my soul and you think my return to their den is moping?!”

“Whoa,” Dom cut in, but I hadn’t summoned Terra back, so our communication was fading fast.  “No one’s saying that.  I don’t know what happened and I don’t care about them.  We’ll get them.  You know we will.  I’m coming.”

I didn’t summon Terra back.  I didn’t want their condemnation or their sympathy.  I slept alone, as I’d been three years ago.  Only this time I slept on a comfortable bed, and soothed myself with clean spells that took the stench of the city out of my room just long enough for me to fall back asleep.  Well, that and brownies.  A whole freaking batch of brownies.

            

    
        Ch 55 - Want a Cookie?

    
    
    
    
                I woke in a pool of remorse.  I’d tried to alienate the very essence of what I needed to survive this loop.  I didn’t even have the excuse that I’d been drunk when I’d done it.  I lay there for longer than I should have, trying to get the courage to summon Terra and face the music.  They loved me.  They would forgive me.  They were just going to be mad because they were worried.  I felt like some recalcitrant teenager and that didn’t help.

Ugh.  When had I gotten so weak?  What was going on in my fucked-up head?  I needed to get up and fight.  I hated that they’d gotten into my head without even talking to me.  This is what they did, though.  They would say these reasonable things and then walk away as if you were going to just bow under the pressure to become what they wanted you to be.  Worst of all, I hated that I hated them.

People are going to tell you that you’re bad.  They’re going to say it from their deep-seated commitment to their own perspective.  They need you to buckle under and be the bad person so they can feel justified in what they do, when the only real justification is that they’ve always done it this way.  It is the most insidious evil on any world, the assertion that the way it’s been done is the only way to do it.  It doesn’t seem like it’s all that bad, and that’s the trap.  Their way is considered the right way even as it eats away your awareness of yourself as a diverse and unique individual. 

This college was my nightmare.  Was it petty?  No.  They want you to think that.  They tell you that they do things for your own good and the good of the society they create.  They justify anything to keep you from exposing their willingness to do anything toward that goal.  It’s been done to them, and they’ve come out better for it, so they must do it to you as well.  It is the exact pattern of justification for abuse that is recognized everywhere but in those who wield the keys to higher society. 

From the Breakfast Club to Dead Poet’s Society, the theme is the same.  The need to tame the individual is essential for the good of society.  It isn’t true.  The only reason an individual needs to be tamed is so that corruption of those in power can continue.  The problem was that the college won the quest if it flunked me out, and the college won if I graduated.  The only way out was to discredit the college and that would take far more than a single person.

I let the truth soak into me, swallowed hard, and summoned Terra, ready for their anger.  She had barely begun to appear when Dom summoned her back.  A little anger was good for all of us, but anger between us would only serve them.  And my self-pity inspired rebellion was only shooting myself in the foot.

“I’m sorry,” I told them both before they had a chance to say anything.

“Fuck that,” Dom growled into my mind, Terra too quiet.  I summoned her back because I needed to touch her.  “Are you alright?”

“No,” I admitted angrily.  “And that pisses me off.”

“Good,” Dom replied even as Terra leaned into me, granting the comfort I craved.

“I’m okay physically,” I told him, and felt him relax a bit.

“That’s a start,” he said more calmly.

“I just remember it all,” I pet Terra and ran off my extra mana by casting Clean on everything in the room.  “The college and what they did to me, both times.”  I barely managed to hint to Dom that this had happened both at home and in the previous loop.  I was hoping that he understood.  “It’s hard to shake off years of their bullshit.”

“I’m here this time,” he let me know that he understood.

“You were there the first time too,” I shook my head, trying and failing to sift through this taint in my mind.  “Hundreds of thousands of people attend colleges every year.  How did they get through it?  How did they stomach the hypocrisy?”

“Years upon years of brainwashing.”

I knew he was right.  In my old world, I hadn’t been able to fight it.  In this one, I could and I had to.  I guess the problem is you.  Someone is reading and judging me right now.  It’s why I’m stalling.  I know that you won’t understand how much I hate them or how wrecked I am by their hypocrisy until you see what they do.  I’d say, “Wake up,” but, like everything else that can mean something, it’s a phrase that’s been battered to death upon the waters of mediocrity.  Okay, I’ll show you.

I didn’t need them to teach me magic.  I knew magic.  I didn’t need them to teach me how to conform to their morality.  I had my own honor and priorities and because of that, I was condescendingly branded childishly irresponsible.  Absurd.  It sounds good, but it is truly absurd.  Try to remember that my goal was to defeat this place and everyone in it.  Fizzbarren’s goal was to create a story to rival popular wizardry fiction.  UNLV won if I graduated or flunked out, and Fizzbarren won if I did it in a way that makes a good story, but I also lose if you stop reading so I have to make a good story anyway. 

Lots of folks have been run through this Catch-22 of whatever you do someone else wins.  In my case and the case of everyone sucked up into it, our Catch-22’s were designed by this story engine of Fizzbarren’s.  It’s about more than Beau, Lily, Chester and my family.  Before I was ever sucked in, there were dozens of slim books on the failure shelf in Fizzbarren’s living room workshop.  Those people weren’t like you and me.  They couldn’t think of solutions that went sideways enough to win even when Fizzbarren put them in situations that were win-win for him.  He was truly amazing at creating those situations, but maybe that was because he was put in them often enough by our own society as it grew around him.  Still, understanding him did not mean I condoned his actions, and I was hoping I was going to be able to stop him.  After all, if I didn’t, I’d be up on the shelf with the rest of them.

So, hang on by hanging up whatever preconceptions you might have about how the story goes from here.  This is satire, not popular fiction.  Your mind is going to want to lock into the expected plotline, but my survival depended on disrupting that.  It’ll be a little uncomfortable.  Ratcheting anything out of the societal expectations is always closer to horror than fantasy.

“I’m coming,” Dom said into our link.

“I know,” I whispered out loud because I needed to hear my voice in the emptiness of our little dorm room.  “You have contacts for the Capital?”

“I do,” Dom’s tone was smug.  It should be.  Dom had just taken out and taken over the Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guild in Siff.  He was doing what I’d done the first time, only he was doing it with a deliberateness that I hadn’t had back then.  I wished I could be there with him, but I trusted him to get it done, mostly because it extracted revenge for Kat’s death.  It was good motivation for both of us, but it was better in that taking over that Guild was key to establishing our reputation here in the Capital.

Dom and I have been married for many years.  Pillow talk explorations of how to undermine the underworld of Fizzbarren’s pathetic world was exciting to both of us, so it was easy to slip into our CMS (crazy monkey sex, in case you forgot).  Fizzbarren, jaded old curmudgeon that he was, abhorred romance, so it was the only place we could plan or scheme.  It wasn’t much.  It wasn’t detailed, but it was a way to get on the same page.  Killing everyone in the Underground of Siff would barely have taken a few hours at our levels.  Resetting the very core of what the Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guild was in that town took the rest of that day.  Dom was still a few days away by coach because he’d revamped a whole guild.  When I’d done it, I’d pulled a Norma Rae and stood on the table until they’d joined the union.  Dom had done it the opposite way by pulling a Hoffa, only Dom had disappeared on purpose.

What I hated was twiddling my thumbs in the Capital.  I’d gone through the logic.  What would happen if I didn’t show up to class?  I’d get bad grades.  What happened if I got bad grades?  I’d flunk out of a college that wouldn’t exist in a few months.  But I couldn’t flunk out.  Then I’d lose.  And I wasn’t going to lose.  This was me pulling myself together.  I did what I do.  I did magic without them.  Did Fizzbarren think that flunking me out of college was an epic defeat for me?  Possibly, but it would take longer for them to flunk me out than it would take me to take them down this time.  Still, I had to play the game long enough to break it.

There it was.  There was the core of my mental blubbering.  I had to play the game and be the student they wanted me to be even as it turned my stomach.  And that was another insidious side effect of their officious snatching of me from where I’d been and launching me straight at the main plot.  I was doomed to do as they asked, while they found fault with everything I did, and did everything in their power to mold me into a drone just like them.  They didn’t do any of this consciously or purposefully, any more than an abusive parent beats their children because they’ve thought long and hard about how to raise their kids.  They simply do what was done to them without questioning the truth or morality of it.  These college officials were grasping at the tradition they didn’t dare question.  With that bit of self-reflection, I could get on with it.

Will +5

Intelligence +5

I strolled into the main registrar’s office after perusing a helpfully posted map of the campus.  I wore my leathers on top and some loose comfortable pants as a tiny rebellion that helped me.  No one cared what a student wore.  I kept my hands in my pockets as I got in line.  The line wasn’t real, but it was always in existence.  There was no reason for it except to mimic the campus back home.

After several minutes, I started to take cookies out of my inventory and pass them around to students.  What?  It’s hard-wired into me to try to make people happy.  I might as well use it to garner goodwill.  Students are notoriously hungry and grateful for any food.  Since the engine based its characters on basic clichés, I could count on them.  I shook hands and made friends.  It’s amazing what cookies and a smile will buy you.  Lines are a great place to campaign.  More politicians should try it.  They could start in lines at the food bank.

Charm +2

“What can I help you with?” the registrar asked me, her wire-rimmed glasses sliding down her nose.

“I’m signing up for classes,” I told her, casting a heal at her squinting eyes just to see if it would work.

“What year are you?” she rubbed her eyes and squinted again.  She was surrounded by piles of papers held down by rocks.  It should have been a computer and I could see her mind fumbling to deal with what she wasn’t really trained to deal with.

“First year, but I had some transfer credits,” I pushed a cookie at her, but she looked at it as if it was a spider.

“No thank you, I’m on a diet,” she said, and I had to hide a laugh.  Every official on campus had come from my original college.  “You’ll have to see a counselor about transfer credits.”

“Okay,” I took my cookie back and ate it myself, while she sneered a look at my thin form.

“Basic first year classes are almost full,” she shuffled papers around, still rubbing her eyes. 

“What are my choices?” I asked, casting the heal again, focusing on her eyes and trying to settle them into a clearer pattern.

Spell Learned: Cure Deformity

Exp +30 (1,780/788,209)

There it was.  Awesome.  That would come in handy.  While all these people had been brought over from my old world, they hadn’t been “fixed” like I had.  They weren’t all sixteen and free from their home maladies.  With this spell, I could fix that on an individual basis.

“None,” she answered, glaring at her glasses, and then setting them next to the small knickknack that was straight out of a dollar store.  “Registration opened months ago, so I can only get you into a few of them.”

“Whatever basic classes I need, just put me in them,” I pulled out another cookie, casting my new spell.  The frumpy woman’s back straightened a little and she lost a few pounds.  It wasn’t enough for her to notice but it was something.  “You sure you don’t want one?”

Cure Deformity +1

Exp +10 (1,790/788,209)

Her eyes settled on the cookie, and I could almost see her drooling over it.  “No,” and I almost admired her self-control.  Almost.

“Okay,” and I ate this cookie too, but she was now busily scrawling stuff on one small slip of paper while checking boxes and filling out other forms that used to be in a computer.

“Here,” she handed me the small paper with my class list on it.

“Thanks,” I smiled at her scowl, and she forced that scowl into a semblance of a smile.

“Next,” she called before I’d even turned my back.

I scanned the sheet.  She’d given me awful professors.  They were the bottom of the barrel because the scenario was set that way.  That was okay.  I planned on killing them all anyway.  It wouldn’t last.  The churches were another fight for another day.  Getting into the vaults that held the resurrection runestones would instantly alert Fizzbarren who could then take a direct hand, as this world’s god, in punishing me for my transgressions.  The only way to counter the runestones was to get the priests to refuse resurrection services.

I headed over to the line for counselors, which was longer, and started the process again.  I had a lot of cookies.  I ate a lot of them.  I cast a lot of clean and repair spells, the lower versions, on grateful college students.  I taught the clean spell to half a dozen of the students who seemed more conscious than the average drone but I had to do it surreptitiously, because it was way against the rules.  Even a slightly woke drone could read a spell from a scroll and learn.  There were more than enough forms around to be able to have access to tons of paper for it.

Teaching +3

Exp +30 (1,820/788,209)

It was a numbers game really.  Politics always was.  I would have been this generous anyway, but this time I knew the worth of that generosity and I did it more freely than I had before.  Did my knowledge that kindness was useful make it less kind?  You decide.  In any case, it was increasing my profession skills, so there were tons of reasons to do it.  I was never the most sociable person, but I swallowed my nerves and made the effort.

Intelligence +1

“Karma,” they called my name and I excused myself from the group of giggling students who had formed around me to shield us from view.

Have you ever wondered what it would take to become President of the United States?  My dad, a high school history teacher, had taught me the path that no one seemed to know.  This was how it started.  Be nice.  Politicians all know this stuff, but they do it so callously that they lose whatever favor might have been gained from the process.  In my generation, they wrote a book about how to garner friends and it had been so popular that it had spawned a religion.

Intelligence +1

“Cookie?” I offered my counselor the treat with a smile that didn’t need to reach my eyes.  The students were potential allies, but all staff were my enemy.  I had to keep this in mind, but the method of revenge was the same as the method of garnering favor.  Kindness.

“No, thank you,” the counselor frowned at the treat.  “What can I do for you?”

“So kind of you to ask,” I replied my face plastered that slightly dimwitted expression that they expect a student to have.  “I was told by the registrar to come in and ask about transfer credits.”

“Do you have transcripts?” the man asked, looking like he’d dressed in the dark and never known a comb except for the wisp of hair that covered the bald spot.

“How could I have transcripts?” I asked, breaking the script they were trying to write.  “I have been kidnapped from my hometown, dragged to this place and told I have to attend college for two years before I’m allowed to work magic that I’ve been using for most of my life here.”

A baffled expression crossed the man’s face and I almost felt sorry for him.  He hadn’t been a bad man the first time I’d met him in my old world.  He’d been jaded, tired, and incapable of seeing beyond the rules they bound him by.  He might have started wanting to help, but once he’d realized that the rules really made that hard, he’d lost his love of his job. 

“I think what you’re really looking for is being able to challenge a class,” he blithely overlooked my claims of wrong-doing.  Watch for these.  There are a lot of them.  “If you think you have enough knowledge to challenge a course, we can administer a test and you can get credit for the class without having to take it.”

Perception +1

I’d had transcripts back in my old world and they’d barely accepted them when they were official.  I had no hope that they’d give me any credits.  I went through the motions because I was supposed to do it.  I’d also tried to challenge a class.  That’s how I knew the scam that challenging a class was.  Like this.  

“How much does it cost to take this test?”  I interrupted his ruffling of some forms.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,830/788,209)

“The same amount that it would to take the class, but you’d get the credit immediately,” he explained, finding a paper and handing it to me.  “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

“Other than who to report a kidnapping to?” I asked, using the form to create an extra clean scroll.

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand the question,” his brow creased.  Wasn’t this the real problem?  That they didn’t understand the problem with what they suggested.  How is this different than a cult leader convincing his followers of the necessity of starting a race war, and the brainwashed results that look at any different opinion as being incomprehensible? 

“What happens if I fail the test?” I asked, and watch this.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,840/788,209)

“You will have to take the class instead to get credits,” he explained, feigning patience.

“And will I have to pay again to take the class?”

“Of course,” he shrugged.  “Is there anything else?”

“Yes,” I nodded.  “So, I can take a test and skip the class if I pass but I’ll have to pay again if I fail.  What’s on the test?”

“What do you mean?”  See?  There’s that blind acceptance that this is a completely reasonable concept, but it’s more insidious than that.

“Who writes this test?” I asked.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,850/788,209)

“I don’t know for sure,” his frown increased, his cherub cheeks beginning to redden.  I knew who wrote the tests.  I’d talked to a few professors who actually wrote these tests, back before they were standardized in any way.  They purposefully inserted concepts and vocabulary that was specific to their classes.  They did it because they truly believed that no student should be able to test out of college.  They needed the college process to be long and hard to justify that fact that it was supposed to separate the worthy from the unworthy, the garbage man from the CEO, the maid from the teacher, the banal from the educated.  Pretty slick, when you think about it.

Intelligence +1

“I’m just working out the logistics here,” I acted confused because this was supposed to be the first time I’d explored the concept of challenging classes.  I tucked the scroll I’d made on the back of that form into my pocket to surreptitiously put it in my inventory.  “Professors get paid to teach a class only if there are enough students in class.  Students can wager the cost of the class on thinking that they are smarter than the professor who wrote the test.  If they win, they get to skip the class.  If they lose, they pay double for the class?”

Subtlety +2

Exp +20 (1,870/788,209)

“Uh,” he seemed to slowly follow my logic.  “Did you want to challenge a class?”

“Why?” I asked so casually that it disturbed him.  “It’s tooled against me.  I come from Vegas, a gambling hotspot.  The odds are always on the side of the house.  I think I’ll just take the class.”  I had the resources at this point to pay for my classes.  Fizzbarren hadn’t balanced the money system with the rewards that came out of the dungeons, so I was set financially this time.

Subtlety -1

“Suit yourself,” the man said, seeming to be glad to let the idea go.  That’s okay, I wasn’t explaining it to him.  Even if someone other than the professor makes that test, it is tooled to make you double-pay for a class, not to help you skip things you supposedly already know.  The college is invested in making sure you take their classes and they’ve brainwashed everyone from the professors to the students and everyone in between that it is hubris that must be crushed for a student to challenge a class.  It’s like saying you’re smarter than them without their help.  The only response they know to that is, “Who do you think you are?” 

Perception +3

“Is there anything else?” he asked me though he was already moving to go get the next student in line.

“Yes,” I replied, calmly sitting in the chair at his desk.  This is the key to unnerving those caught in the machine’s brainwashing.  The calmer you ask questions, the less ammunition they have to expel you.  No matter how outrageous your question is, remain perfectly calm, as if you are asking about coffee or the weather.

“What?”

“I want to know who I can report the kidnapping to?” I said with a bland smile.  The expectation is that I would be furious and ranting, but part of the dismantling of their faith in the brainwashing is the very nonchalant way you express the ideas.  They are ready to call you an extremist and have you escorted from the building when you appear to be emotionally out of control.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,880/788,209)

“That isn’t my department,” he flung his hands up, and then schooled his face into a politeness he did not feel.  It is very unnerving to hear about a crime in such a calm tone of voice.  Lawyers everywhere know this.  I’d considered pre-law briefly.  What?  Like it’s hard?  “Maybe you should talk to a mental health counselor.  We have several on staff.  It’s a part of your student fees so you can go see them for free.  Just like with your school counselor.”

“Is it really free, if I have to pay the student fees for it regardless?” I asked.  Now, they truly believe these lines, just like an abuser believes in, “I’m doing this for your own good.”  That doesn’t even cover the fact that this man has now said that my desire to report a kidnapping is a mental disturbance rather than a criminal act. 

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,890/788,209)

Intelligence +2

Perception +2

I need you to watch this and understand.  I can only win if you can see it in another way.  My story is only more compelling than Fizzbarren’s if more readers will take a look at this satirical view and say, “Hey, maybe she’s right.”  You can’t just stick me in a box as a whiny teenager and go back to your normal life like nothing is different. 

Charm +1

“Here’s a card for our counseling center,” he stuck a piece of paper in my face and put his other one on my shoulder.  That’s the move.  Standing over me, he looked down on me with pity.  That is how they have learned to treat you like a child and undermine your importance.  It is the essential building block of this particular college.  “Now I need to help other students.”

The cue is that I am now supposed to stand, look down at that card and be lost.  I’m supposed to think, “Maybe he’s right.”  I’m supposed to feel helpless and unheard but be aware that this is oppression.  It is the same as that abuser saying, “No one will believe you over me.”  Watch for it.

Perception +2

“Do counselors now deal in crimes?” I pressed, but I knew I was done here. 

Subtlety +2

Exp +20 (1,910/788,209)

He responded with a condescending tilt of his head.  I did rise and leave his office, but I tucked that card back into his hand. 

“Maybe you should go see one of them.” I patted his hand that was still on my shoulder.

Subtlety -1

“We’re just trying to help you,” he waved the card in my face like he was shaking a finger of shame at me.

I’m not trying to be preachy.  I know how you hate that.  I’m just trying to show you a different perspective of what’s being said around us every day of our lives.  Some part of you knows that you’ve been treated this way too.  Some part of you knows it’s wrong, but what can you do about it?

            

    
        Ch 56 - Let Them Eat Cake

    
    
    
    
                I went to their mental health counseling center.  Why?  They told me to.  That’s what college is.  College is doing what they tell you to do no matter how stupid it sounds.  Isn’t that the rest of life too though?  That’s how college prepares you for the “real world,” and I admit it does do that.  Go here, do this, do that.  Don’t think about what you’re doing.  Just do it.

“Can we help you?”  That’s counselor talk.  They teach you to talk like that.  It’s always “we” instead of “I” so that you feel like we’re in this together. 

“I was told I needed to talk to a mental health professional about my kidnapping,” I told the bland woman behind the desk.

“Our counselors are not actually licensed,” she hedged a little, her bun wobbling as she nodded her head compulsively.  “One of our licensed professors oversees the office, but I’m required by law to tell you that most of our counselors are graduate students just learning the ropes.”

“Great,” I replied, draining all intelligence from my eyes as if I could agree with such a stupid process.  College does this.  They use their students as practice dummies for training students to be psychologists with about the same results as a sword master’s training yard.  Dummies get shredded. 

No, I mean, think about it.  If you are thinking that they need somewhere to train, you are buying into the brainwashing.  To say that they need real people to train on is to say that it’s acceptable that classes can’t teach you what you really need to know to do the job.  There are two problems with that.  One, are the classes necessary if experience is required?  Because then shouldn’t we go back to training through apprenticeships?  Two, why can’t you teach it in a classroom?  Because it takes talent, knowledge, and experience to reach into a person’s very soul and heal them of trauma.  Classes can hone talent, but they can’t teach it.  They can’t give knowledge that they don’t have, so the knowledge given in classes is very basic, and practicing on students is as unethical as having live test dummies.  The worst part is that in the end, they should have to risk the college reputation by endorsing a student who has satisfactorily passed their program in psychology.  But the college is above reproach, so it is never called to defend its creations and without that balance, it can teach whatever it wants, and it is not culpable for their alumni failure rate.  They post their graduation rate, but the success of an alumni is so rare that they can post all the pictures of successful alumni and not fill a wall in the alumni center.

I hated this machine in my old world.  I’d managed to graduate with honors despite them, and the hardest part was holding on to my personal integrity and resisting their brainwashing.  Fizzbarren choosing the college as my second nemesis was one spark of genius that I respected about him.  Have you ever respected someone you hate?  It was like that.

“Do they handle kidnapping?” I asked the girl behind the desk.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,920/788,209)

“I’m not sure what you mean,” she fussed with papers to avoid my eyes.  She too was a student/staff and as staff was a person from my old world.  “I can make an appointment for you.”

“Do you take walk-ins?” I smiled, pulling out a cookie and offering it to her.

Charm +1

“No, thank you,” she waved my cookies away.  “Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll see who might be available.”  This is where she scampered into the back room to gossip about the truly crazy-ass person who had just walked into the office and what to do about it.  It wasn’t like I needed their help.  I’d be working out my issues with the college system by dismantling it, block by block and cog by cog.

“Okay,” I replied compliantly, eating the cookie with a smile. 

I cleaned the lobby while I waited.  The office was filled with Stepford people.  One girl was nervously chewing her nails sitting next to another that couldn’t sit still.  With the nervous secretary out of the lobby, I could focus on my fellow students.

Perception +1

“Anyone want to feel better?” I asked, bringing out a handful of cookies.  I’m telling you cookies are the key to everything.

Charm +1

“Um, yeah,” came the reply of the bravest of the bunch.  This is what happens to minds compressed into a mold where they don’t fit.  Those minds rebel and cause mental illness.  While these drones weren’t real students, they were mirrors of real problems in colleges.

“I have a spell for that,” I offered, again asking permission to heal people.

Charm +1

The lobby was empty when the secretary returned.  I used Lift Spirits on them, but only sparingly.  I also gave them cookies.  Ethical?  Maybe.  This is a grey area and I admit I thought I wouldn’t have done it on real people, even ones brought over from my old world, but these were Stepford people.  I was helping them in a way, but I was also helping the college oppress them some more.  The more these student drones could withstand the oppression, the more indoctrinated they would be in the system of oppression.  Are you following?  Good, let’s go into the counselor’s office.

Teaching +2

Exp +20 (1,940/788,209)

“How can we help you today?” the mousy woman asked with a pasted-on smile.  That was something college taught you without saying it outright.  Everyone knew these smiles and they were, in my opinion, the true secret college handshake.

“I’ve been kidnapped and would like to press charges,” I told her bluntly, pulling out a cookie.  I already warned you that I was a compulsive eater when stressed.  I am very stressed and in a body that burns off calories so quickly that I could eat myself half to death and not get overweight.  If you think I’m not going to take advantage of that to self-soothe, you’re crazy.  “Would you like a cookie?”

Charm +1

“No, thank you,” she waved me to her couch with a very concerned frown.  “You think you’ve been kidnapped?”

“I don’t think I’ve been kidnapped.”  I dutifully walked to the little couch, eating the cookie.  I’d run out of snickerdoodles and was working my way into the chocolate chip ones.  “I was grabbed by a man and teleported here without my consent and then detained for several hours before a trial that wasn’t a trial determined that I had to attend this college.”

The woman scrunched up her nose and looked at the ceiling.  I looked up at it too.  Why not?  I am not going crazy.  I just don’t buy into the game.  The most satisfying way to break the game is to shove their idiocy into their faces.  This must be as insidious as their brainwashing.  It is an application of logic that consistently refutes the brainwashed rhetoric.  I must get every staff member and drone student to question the logic of the brainwashing.  At this point, it is a silly little ear worm.  I just have to survive the idi-fucking-otic system long enough to let it grow, like a plague. 

Subtlety +2

Exp +20 (1,960/788,209)

Would it work?  No.  I’d had three years to do it last time and it hadn’t fully integrated.  It was, however, keeping me sane.  Mostly.  I was sowing seeds of rebellion against the system of oppression.  It would not spark a war in and of itself.  It would, however, keep them from burning me at the stake when I took the college over.  I hoped.  It had last time.  Still, this was a tricky game, and I could lose the tide on a misspoken word.  I hadn’t come back in time on a whim.  I’d weighed the possible cost and made a decision based on my faith in myself; faith that I could do this again, better this time.  My mind had dwelled in the things I would do differently and while the chapters of my insane creation of the time loop were saturated with emotional pain, I’d made my final decision with a cool head.  It was just that this was the very tricky part.

Intelligence +1

“We mostly deal with the depression of being away from family for the first time,” the mousy woman explained, pushing glasses up on her nose like the registrar had.  I cast cure again, getting that pesky eye business cleared up.  There was just no need to have left them with these eye problems.  Kat had been healed of hers.  With the mana it took to take a person from the old world into this one, I wasn’t surprised about the short cuts that had been taken on bringing over hundreds of college staff.  Of course, they weren’t all sixteen and healthy again.  It wasn’t just the load on the system to bring them all over, but also the concept of who would respect teenagers?

Cure Deformity +1

Exp +10 (1,970/788,209)

“So, you know how to deal with homesickness?” I asked with raised eyebrows.  “I’m homesick too, but only because I was kidnapped.  I really miss my daughter, but that’s from the first kidnapping, not this latest one.”

“You’ve been kidnapped twice?” she goggled, her clipboard clutched to her chest.

“Yes,” I answered seriously, thinking maybe it was time for brownies.

“How terrible,” she breathed out, eyes wide.

“I know, right?” I shot back.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,980/788,209)

“Do you want to talk about it?” she leaned forward eagerly. 

“Yes!” I nodded, pulling my cabinet of goodies out of my inventory and rummaging through several treats I’d made or bought the day before.  Maybe a cinnamon roll?  “Are you sure you don’t want something?”

Charm +1

Mousy girl’s eyes skimmed over my butler’s pantry worth of desserts.  It might as well have been a pastry counter at the bakery.  “Maybe a piece of that cake?” she relented, and I smiled.  It was the first victory for me to get one of them to eat what I’d made.  In my mind, the goodies were like a very slow worm virus that could slowly pluck their natural distaste for me as an adversary out of their minds and replace it with doubt when they were told to be mad at me.  This was another thing that wouldn’t really work except to make me feel better, and without Dom around, I needed every single tiny victory I could get.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (1,990/788,209)

I cut a piece of very decadent chocolate fudge cake with whippy, rich milk chocolate frosting for her and handed it over as I went on to explain, “I was picked up for using magic, which I’ve been using since I came into this world.  I was then transported against my will to this place where I now have to go to school.  I had to leave my husband behind.  He was so angry.”

“I’ll bet,” she nodded, not paying any attention to my rant.  She put fork to cake and moaned in delight as the chocolate coated her tongue with luscious nummyness.

“That’s nothing compared to how I got kidnapped here to this world,” I went on, just telling the truth.  It was really all I had to do so it was easy to say.  “I left my daughter behind on that one and it was torturous.  And now I have to defeat my nemesis in this grand duel to even see her again.  Can you imagine having to leave your daughter?”

Charm +1

“You don’t look old enough to have a daughter,” she tried to listen to me even as the cake distracted her from my ranting.  “How old is she?”

“Sixteen,” I answered, licking the frosting off a piece of cake I’d cut for myself.  What?  I was going to let her eat alone?

“But you’re barely older than that,” she reasoned, fork halfway to her mouth.

“I was fifty-three years old in my old world before I got teleported to this game world,” I told her, watching her eyes grow wide.  “You were too.  Don’t you wish you could just pick up a phone and call them?  Get in the car and go visit your mom or dad?  Don’t you have family out there?  Back there in the old world?”

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (2,000/788,209)

I watched her mind stutter against the program as she slowly put the fork in her mouth and chewed.  “I do miss my mom,” she admitted, covering her chewing with a hand, but the taste of gooey chocolate let her withstand the brain fart of my truths.  That was okay.  I was just planting worms.

Perception +2

“So, call her,” I suggested.

“I should,” she answered without thinking.

“On the phone,” I pushed.

“Yeah,” she nodded.

“The phone that’s supposed to be on your desk over there,” I pressed even further.  There was a desk and the office looked almost right except the desk was old wood, and nothing was plastic.  Which is to say, it didn’t look right at all since everything was cheap plastic at my old college. 

Colleges, like all learning institutions, had to skirt the line between appearing opulent enough to garner the best students and being poor enough that they always needed money.  They didn’t do either very well, in my opinion, but everyone else seemed to buy into it so what could I do?  When money is so tight that you have to stand in line for groceries, you need money.  When you are choosing between paying competitive salaries and alumni benefit banquets, you have a budgeting stupidity that I didn’t have patience for. 

Perception +1

“My desk,” her eyes glazed over, and it almost worked for a moment.  “Doesn’t have a phone.”

“What’s a phone?” I asked, letting the moment go.  It was breakable, this spell that Fizzbarren had cast over them.  It was breakable.  That was all I needed to know from that.  I’d spent three years last time doing the job of breaking the college.  I was desperate and they always seemed to have the upper hand.  This time, I had the experience to slice these dummies to ribbons.  Last time, I’d been a brute force held in check by admonishment to be civilized.  This time, I knew how to do it civilly with a subtle hand. 

“Um,” she stammered, looking from her cake to the desk that didn’t look right.

“That’s okay,” I gave her a big smile.  “What’s your mom like?  Did she ever bake you a cake?”

Charm +1

“No,” the girl laughed, still eating.  “She would always buy one from the store.”

“The grocery store?” I asked, eating cake like I wasn’t fighting her programming.

“Yes, no,” she blinked her eyes; eyes that no longer needed the glasses she hid behind.  “The bakery, I guess.”

“Right,” I nodded.  “I went to the bakery yesterday.  You should go.  They have great cinnamon buns.”  You can’t break programming with a hammer.  I think maybe you can break it with cake.  I smiled at myself and let her talk about her mom.  As I pointed out discrepancies, she would blink and frown, but then I’d release it.

Charm +5

Subtlety +3

Exp +30 (2,030/788,209)

These people were victims of Fizzbarren too.  I might hate the college system, but I didn’t hate the people whose only real fault was that they’d bought into the system and were now as trapped by the college and its brainwashing as they were in Fizzbarren’s world.  To save them, I would have to break them down a little bit.  There was no saving the actual college system, no matter how abusive it was under all their denials and justifications.

As we neared the end of the session time, I could see that her mind was very tired of fighting the programming, so I cast Lift Spirits on her.  I think it might have worsened my cause as her eyes lost that confusion that I’d worked so hard to plant.  Maybe it was time to put Lift Spirits away.  These people needed to be confused and muddled.  I wondered if I could reverse the spell and if it would pull them out of the programming faster. 

I’ll admit, I practiced on the mousy counselor and tested out the idea, but I couldn’t get it to work the way I wanted.  I might have worked on the spell longer, but this girl wasn’t someone who deserved to be a testing dummy in my practice arena.  There were plenty of people who did.  I’d go find them and practice.

Mana Manipulation +2

Exp +20 (2,050/788,209)

            

    
        Ch 57 - Cookies Shy of the Mad Bomber

    
    
    
    
                I spent the rest of that afternoon in the food court.  The campus was set up exactly like my old college.  The food was changed from a Panda Express, Subway, and Taco Bell to a few more period-appropriate eateries, but the setup was the same.  One food stall had fish, another had stews, another ale and juices, and still another had several animals on spits like some Brazilian buffet.  It was all overpriced and served on wooden plates to be eaten in wooden chairs that were as uncomfortable as the plastic ones in the old college.  I got a lot of use out my repair and clean spells.

Fix It +2

Exp +20 (2,070/788,209)

I didn’t eat their faire.  I’d brought my lunch.  I shoved a few tables out of my way and pulled out a stove to keep my array of meat pies warm.  A line formed as if I was my own booth.  It was like I’d pulled up in a food truck.  Terra sat on my counter and looked cute enough that no one complained about the wait in line.  College has rules, but they are slow to react to those who manage to find creative ways to defy those rules.  Technically, in my old college, I’d have needed a health card and a license to sell my food.  I’d also have to give the college a cut of my profits.  The problem was that those rules existed in an old world format that didn’t exist here so it took them over two hours to decide to shut my stall down.  By then, I’d dismantled it myself and had gone to the bookstore to purchase my class supplies.

The bookstore was aisles of stacked textbooks.  I bought mine, according to my schedule.  Some of the books would be wrong and I’d be forced to return and trade them out for the correct books once I’d gone to class.  That didn’t matter because if I didn’t get the ones that were right the professors of those classes would be terribly upset that you didn’t have their books on the first day.  I tucked the hand-printed receipt into my inventory with the stack of books.  I bought an extra backpack and sweatshirt with the school logo on it.  It was a bright red sweatshirt that didn’t belong in this era.  It had the logo of a silver pirate with a black hat and eye patch. 

“I’m here to settle my account,” I hit the front of the line at the cashier’s office.

“Student number?” they prodded.  There was a time when being relegated to a number was abhorrent to us, but that time had long passed.

I slid my student schedule across the counter and let the drudge of a man shuffle through magical file cabinets behind him.  In just the time it had taken for me to go from the registrar to the cashier, Fizzbarren’s world machine had updated their filing system to include magically being able to pull up a student’s account like it was, well, on a computer.  That was the problem with an engine that had learned what a college was by watching Animal House and digesting seven books about um, a witch’s dermal bumps on a big pig.  Because the people who made Animal House have a better sense of humor and worse lawyers than the ones who manage the franchise of the boy wizard.

Perception +1

I’m not going to bore you with the idi-fucking-otic details of obtaining financial aid and paying for my classes.  That satire had been done to death.  Instead, I’ll just say that it took hours, and I was back in my room taking a nap around dusk, Terra curled up beside me on our Vampire harem bed.  I slept through dinner in the quad with my peers in favor of a few meat pies from my inventory so that I could rest up for tonight. 

I could feel the ambient mana coalescing into the form that the college would eventually take.  Everything was molding to the concept of college that I’d laid down during my day’s work.  As I ran those before-the-first-day-of-school errands, the college became what my mind expected combined with what Fizzbarren manipulated and what the engine had gleaned from watching and reading popular fiction of such things.  As close as I was to the magical system, it made me a little queasy to have it shifting around me in such flux.

Perception +1

Constitution +3

If I hadn’t done these errands, maybe the college would have been different.  I didn’t know because I’d been locked in last time.  I just knew that I wanted to have as much input as I could in this process.

It was after midnight but before four when I woke.  I knew this because I’d gotten enough sleep, and there wasn’t even a tinge of light coming from the east.  The mana had settled for the night.  I spent a little extra time at my dressing table.  The next day would bring the free day for students and then classes would start after that. 

I used my Disguise and Glamour spells to darken my hair to coal black and my face to the deep brown of a sun-drenched Native American.  Even my eyes became a dark liquid brown.  I used the vampire makeup products to apply the pasty coal under my eyes, deepening my ability to be confused with a shifting shadow.  I slipped into black leather that covered every inch of me but my blackened face.  Terra became that mottled brown that would melt into the shadows as well.

Glamour +2

Disguise +2

Exp +40 (2,110/788,209)

Together we left through our window, climbing to the roof and out over the tops of the college buildings.  The buildings ended before the wall that surrounded the campus.  I used Terra to distract the guards long enough to slip through the gates, surprised that it had worked.  I then caused a distraction for Terra, more because it was fun than that she needed it.  I could have just summoned her.  I patted myself on the back for finding an alternative to the sewers.  Maybe it was our high luck stat.

Luck +1

Skill Learned: Climbing 

Climbing +1

Exp +30 (2,140/788,209)

How had I not learned Climbing before?  I asked myself as I stumbled over what used to be a simple leap and shuffle up to the roof of the nearest building.  It was weird how I’d just fallen back into old habits from my first time loop.  Three years of only being able to practice physical skills had given me amazing reflexes and I felt clumsy without them.  I used my Silence spell to muffle my stumbling attempts at darting over the rooftops like Catwoman.  I hammered my Climbing, Hide, and Sneak skills for all they were worth, covering my fumbles with Silence spells.

Dexterity +2

Luck +2

Climbing +5

Hide +3

Sneak +5

Silence +2

Exp +150 (2,290/788,209)

The small manor before me was dark in every window.  It sat scrunched between other larger manors, and while it was smaller than its neighbors, it made up for it by shoving every bit of opulence it could smush into its footprint.  I slid quietly to the ground, having cased the place through the windows and my Mana and Dark Vision spells.  There was only one inhabitant, and she was snoring lightly in a bed that couldn’t compete with my Vampire Lord’s bed but wanted to.  A patrol passed and I melted across the street like a trickle of black water.

Sneak +2

Exp +20 (2,310/788,209)

The glass windows on the second floor weren’t locked and I had no trouble accessing them since the house was decked out in window boxes full of climbing roses.  I nicked myself on a thorn, but otherwise ignored them.  What was one health point when I had thousands?  At that thought, I took a second to heal me and another to carefully wipe the blood from the thorn. 

Floorboards don’t creak when you cast a Silence spell.  The best part of that was that if I cast the Silence spell around Angel Hammock’s sleeping form, she just didn’t hear anything else going on in the house.  My Silence spell now lasted a good eighty minutes or so and it was going up in duration for every ten levels of the spell.  It had been able to travel with me since level 40 of the spell, which was another great bonus.  Dom’s spell did a lot to make up for my lack of the more physical skills I’d worked up last time after taking down the Underground of Siff, something that had been his privilege this time.

Silence +1

Exp +10 (2,320/788,209)

“I don’t see why we have to give up our bed just for a practical joke,” Terra told me within our mental link.

“I have three of them,” I smiled my response to her as silently as she slid into the woman’s closet.

“It’s a soft bed that she doesn’t deserve,” Terra complained.  “And I wouldn’t want to sleep in it after her anyway.”

“I promise to clean it before I put it in my inventory.”  I held my mana over Angel’s sleeping form and practiced my Lift Spirits spell.  “Why haven’t I perfected this spell yet?”

I was trying to discover several spells tonight and Angel was the woman I had decided to target first.  I was working on sleep.  There were several levels of sleep and each one made the body resonate at a different frequency.  The difference was extremely subtle, but if our smart watches could figure it out in our old world, I could figure it out here.  I didn’t want the light forms of sleep.  I wanted to be able to knock someone out.  The woman’s mind balked, but I ignored my sympathy.  Angel Hammock had earned my disgust and I had little sympathy for her, but I was human and decent at heart so there was that little bit.

Mana Manipulation +2

Exp +20 (2,340/788,209)

I’d been in my first biology lab when Angel had decided that I’d been unfairly milking my disability accommodations.  The disability center had told me to take time off if I was feeling too much pain in a day.  I’d showed them the syllabus that stated no absences would be allowed but my counselor, Violet Patts, had assured me that they didn’t apply to me because of my disability.  I’d known Violet had been wrong, but I’d tried it anyway.

I’d written an email to the lab teacher, who had been, ironically, taking the day off for a headache.  Angel, being the boss, had taken over the class and upon receiving my email, said that it didn’t work that way.  If I took a day off of labs, I’d have to make it up or lose the points for the lab quiz.  The confrontation, even in email form, had exacerbated my stress levels, but I’d gone to class rather than take the zero on my quiz.

Halfway through the quiz, I’d felt the edges of my vision turn black.  I’d tried to hold it back and remain, but the blackness crept closer to the center of my vision.  What would they do to me if I passed out in class?  I couldn’t take the chance, so with two minutes left on the timed quiz, I’d staggered out of my chair and toward the front lab counter to turn in my quiz.  This made the darkness nearly overwhelm me and I’d stumbled into the lab counter, into a trash can, and then the door jam on my way out of the classroom, where I promptly passed out.

I’d lain there unconscious in the hallway until Kat had come out to check on me, maybe five minutes later.  Not wanting her to get in trouble, I’d tearfully asked for my water and told her to go back to the classroom.  I’d sat in the hallway curled into a ball, trying to listen to the lab where they were creating chromosomes using pipe cleaners and beads like they were in kindergarten, thinking this was the thing they required me to attend?

At the end of the class, I’d sat in the food court and tried to send an email to apologize and explain why I’d left so early.  I had been prepared to attend a lab later in the week.  What I’d found was a code of conduct violation and an email that stated that I’d slammed my quiz on the table and stormed out of the room in a fit of anger, disrupting the class.  It also stated that if I’d ever behaved badly in class again that I’d be administratively removed from the class.

I’d fought it, but no matter how I’d explained, they would not rescind the violation.  When they’d learned that I’d passed out in the hallway, they had asserted that their code of conduct clearly stated that my disability could not be used as an excuse for bad behavior.  When I’d insisted that passing out was a medical problem and not a behavioral one, they’d shaken their heads and said that it didn’t matter.  When I’d produced witness accounts of my passing out and that I hadn’t been a disruption at all, since most students hadn’t even noticed it, they had declared that only the teacher was professional enough to assess whether something was a distraction or not.  Student opinions didn’t matter in the slightest.  Neither did my doctor’s note stating that I had passed out due to my disability.

I’d filed several Title IX violation complaints, as this had been specifically against federal law.  I’d filed with the college, who told me that the Code of Conduct of the university trumped the federal law.  I’d filed with the federal Title IX agency, but they’d buried me in paperwork for years with delay after delay until they had finally just stopped answering my emails.  I’d sent emails to several lawyers, and I’d campaigned for change.  Nothing I’d done had made a difference. 

I’d still gotten an A in that class, but I’d been marked by the biology lab department.  They’d refused to grade me higher than a C or D on any assignment that allowed teacher discretion to fudge my grade.  They’d marked down my papers, scored my tests differently than others and I’d been slapped with yet another code of conduct violation every time I’d dared to protest.  Each time, I’d filed another complaint and been ignored at all levels.

I tried to remember how Angel Hammock had been promoted later that year as I spent an hour teasing my mana into the correct form.  My bitterness only allowed me to circumvent my integrity by a little bit.  Of all the people who had discriminated against me at the college, Angel Hammock had started it and her friends on the campus had almost tanked my GPA enough to make medical school impossible.  Almost.  Luckily, lab classes were worth only a measly one credit so a C in lab couldn’t compete with the As I got in almost everything else.  I redoubled my efforts to subdue her mind, not because she’d been a complete asshole, but because she would continue to be that asshole until someone stopped her, in this world or in my old one.

Mana Manipulation +2

Exp +20 (2,360/788,209)

I thought about how they’d tried to grind my ego to dust, and how they’d done it to others, students younger and more vulnerable to such insidious forms of discrimination.  I thought about handicapped parking that was further from classrooms than staff parking.  I thought about watching Rianna, who’d had spinal fibrosis, struggle with her two hand crutches to fight back the bush and rocks that intruded on the handicapped parking so that she could get out of her car.  I thought about the guy with seizures in our theater class who had been told what I had about his seizures, that if they disrupted class, he’d have been dropped from the class.  I thought about the narrow rows of seats in all the labs that made wheelchairs almost impossible to maneuver, and the fact that experiments were set up on high counters that couldn’t be accessed from a seated position.  I thought about their arrogance that they were right no matter what, and I pushed the mana to do my bidding so that I could right some wrongs. 

Mana Manipulation +2

Spell Learned: Knock Out

Exp +50 (2,410/788,209)

“Got it,” I chuckled out loud, Terra peeking her head out of Angel’s closet to look.  “She’s out cold for an hour.”

“Sweeeeeeet,” Terra drawled out in a way that made it sound like a minute-long word, and I wondered if maybe she was spending too much time with Dom.

I slid Angel’s body out of her bed and replaced her four-poster colonial bed with the Vampire Lord’s bed.  I then tucked Angel back into bed and headed downstairs to raid the kitchen.  I pilfered a week’s worth of food ingredients as Terra stashed a half dozen dead rats into corners and nooks.  There was a bowl of fruit on her table that had several of the grape-sized apples I’d almost gotten used to.  I replaced them all with orange-looking fruit that actually tasted like watermelon.  In the parlor, I swapped two painting positions and did the same in the upstairs hallway. 

Skill Learned: Mischief

Exp +20 (2,430/788,209)

We rifled through her jewelry box, but I only took a few inexpensive baubles.  I only wanted a few minor things that she wouldn’t miss right away.  The point was to change the location of things.  I traded her underwear and sock drawers.  I found that if I cut some of the socks, I could mend them a size smaller and I did the same with the underwear, and then to her shoes.  I took her hairbrush and replaced it with a shabbier one.  I dunked her toothbrush in the chamber pot and replaced her small pot of toothpaste with bleached charcoal combined with the hottest version of mushroom peppers I had found.

Mischief +1

Exp +10 (2,440/788,209)

My machinations were subtle.  My pilfering was just a skim off the top.  Terra did the most blatant of damage by urinating into several pairs of shoes and a corner of the closet.  Once we closed the door of that closet, the marinating of her clothes commenced.  Was it too subtle?  I’d have shrugged off the damage with a few cleans spells, but my clean spell was rare.  It wasn’t a hard spell to learn, and the students loved it, but I knew that most of the people who annoyed me would consider such a spell beneath them.  I didn’t envy Angel’s maid, not that she had one yet.  She would by the next night for sure.

I sat at the edge of the bed, casting sleep one more time.  It was a wonderful way to count the time as it put up a timer for me to watch.  Once deeply asleep again, Angel became my test subject.  I fiddled with my Lift Spirits, trying to reverse it, but no matter how I twisted my mana, it just never felt quite right.  I tried slicing some sleep into it, but the spell didn’t click into place.  My efforts to disassemble the college would be so much easier if I had a depression spell or even an anxiety one.  So far, I had to use words to manipulate their emotions, but with the power to make them feel what others felt under their oppression, maybe I could make some real change to their way of thinking.

Mana Manipulation +2

Exp +20 (2,460/788,209)

“I just can’t make it ethical,” I complained to Terra as my spell fumbled again.  “I don’t want to give them anything that will do lasting harm.  I just want to wake them up to the horror they live in.”

“I don’t care.”  Terra’s tail swished as she batted the pair of slippers at the side of the bed so that they were uncomfortably out of reach.  “I don’t like her, and she deserves it.”

“Does anyone deserve panic attacks?” I worried, the callousness of the day wearing on my sense of honor.  Was it any worse than the gaslighting I was doing to them?

“You can’t make them nice with a spell either,” Terra poked her head out from under the bed, lifting my spirits more naturally than my spell could.  “You can’t make people behave well, no matter how hard you try.  People are going to justify what they do so that they’re the hero of their own stories.  You tell Kat that when she gets discouraged.  I’m surprised you don’t remember.”

“I won’t even use Lift Spirits on myself,” I shook my head at the silly notions of honor.  This was war.  If Dom was here, he’d tell me that, but he wasn’t.  “If I master the emotions with my spells, I’m smack dab in the center of bad-guy-ville.  Even now, I feel like I’m just cookies shy of being the mad bomber.”

“They’re going to paint you as the bad guy no matter what you do.”  Terra disappeared back under the bed, and I heard some tearing of fabric under there.  Once I took the Vampire bed back, I’d need to do some repairs. 

“Doesn’t mean I need to live down to their shit,” I grumbled, smudging a pair of reading glasses on her bedside table.  I cast my Cure Deformity of her eyes.  Why?  Because when a person wears glasses, they do so out of habit.  They will be more likely to think their glasses are wrong somehow than that their eyesight has been fixed.  The hardest part of therapy was convincing the person they didn’t need to feel that pain anymore.  I’d written a paper on how people got so used to being in physical or emotional pain that their mind would recreate it whether there was a real cause or not.

Cure Deformity +1

Exp +10 (2,470/788,209)

I tried again to shift Angel’s emotional state, concentrating on the frequencies of the brain signals.  I could gaslight the woman into insanity or I could cast a spell to make her insane.  Which was worse?  The spell would take less time, but the gaslighting was more fun.  I just didn’t want to admit that it was fun because I thought it would make me a bad person.  That was another reason I needed Dom.  He wouldn’t feel this guilt and he’d knock me out of it too.

Mana Manipulation +2

Spell Learned: Sense Emotions

Exp +50 (2,520/788,209)

That was interesting.  I wondered if my reticence about messing with someone’s emotions for their harm was bleeding into my ability to do so.  Sometimes I wished I could be more like Dom and just shrug on that “evil” label.  If I could wear it, I’d have more power than I could imagine.  Did the engine know I didn’t want it?  At least I didn’t want it that way.  My mind was filled with the stories I knew of dictators who ruthlessly took over a failing country and then did the same crap the previous regime did.  Saving people by taking over and becoming the new dictator wasn’t a viable option.  If I couldn’t be good, what was the point?  If I became as bad as them, it was yet another way that they would have won.  If I couldn’t make a better system that was fair and honest, what good would it do to destroy this one?

“But you can,” Terra poked her head out again, only this time she was serious instead of playful.

“What?” I took out a knife and ran it down Angel’s arm.  The blood dribbled onto the sheets, but I managed to catch enough of it to fill a small vial.

“You can make a better system,” Terra reminded me.  “You have.  I’ve seen it.”

“Is it better?” I ruminated, healing Angel’s arm.  I’d just wanted her blood.  I took only another moment to cast preservation on the vial of blood.  I gave up on my spell work as the timer for the sleep spell began to wear down.  “Or am I viewing an equally corrupt system from the perspective of the person in charge of it?”

“Lily is better,” Terra rubbed against me as we headed for the back door and onto the roof.  My mana was pretty low, but that wasn’t why she was doing it. 

“Not yet, she isn’t,” I mumbled as we climbed to the roof and into the grey light of false dawn.  Lily wouldn’t be better until I defeated Fizzbarren.  None of us had even a chance of things being better until that happened.

I appreciated Terra’s support, but I had to keep these things in my mind, if only to make sure that I didn’t fall into that trap.  I was glad I hadn’t learned how to manipulate emotions.  Lift Spirits was dangerous enough without adding medications for every emotion.  What was I going to do, sell happiness by the scroll?  I might as well be the beginnings of a drug company.

            

    
        Ch 58 - Welcome to Gaslight Theater

    
    
    
    
                Using my inventory on a relatively flat portion of rooftop across from Angel Hammock’s small manor, I changed my appearance and my clothes.  Terra changed her coloring to that of a fat white Persian, then curled up for a brief nap.  Since I didn’t have to be back at the college until later tonight, I had the luxury of watching the results of our nighttime activities.

Climbing +1

Exp +10 (2,530/788,209)

“You’re white and fluffy,” came Dom’s disgusted voice in my mind.  I’d been so focused on the window of Angel’s room for movement that I hadn’t noticed Terra disappear.

I could feel Terra roll her eyes as I summoned her back to me.

“I’m in the Capital,” Dom’s tone was tired, but I couldn’t help the leap of joy to know that he was so nearby.

“We’re watching for the morning fireworks, but I can come meet you,” I nearly leapt to my feet, hastily casting a silence spell around me to hide the slipping sounds.

Dexterity +1

Luck +2

“I’d rather watch with you than have you miss the show,” Dom replied.

“You sound tired,” I ran a nervous hand over Terra’s head.  “I can’t believe you got here so fast, but maybe you should get some sleep.”

“I’m just waking up,” Dom seemed to shake the sleep from his mind.  “I slept in the coach.”

“Maybe –” I started, but his impatient thoughts interrupted me, as Terra disappeared again.

“I’m fine,” he growled, and it made me smile.  He was so yummy when he growled at me like that.  “I’ll use Terra to find you.”

“Then you need to hurry because Terra has her part to play too,” I warned them, but I needn’t have worried.  They got there in plenty of time. 

“I have a surprise for you both,” Dom smiled into my mind in a way that made my insides melt.  I’d missed him so much.

“What is That!?!” Terra hissed in our link.

“My surprise,” Dom purred out, then his mind flipped from mentally lazy to alert.  “Don’t chase him!  Terra stop!”

“Crows are tasty!” I could feel Terra become minutely focused.

“He’s my familiar,” Dom scolded Terra, having relaxed, so I figured that he’d gotten her to stop stalking his pet.  “His name is Spite.”

“Just so he knows his place,” Terra sulked.

“Congratulations,” I told him, trying to feel for his familiar as they walked the mostly deserted streets of the Capital as dawn broke.

I caught Dom up on my machinations as they all made their way toward my perch near a chimney that helped to take the nip out of the air of a crisp morning.  This world had mild seasons in that trees changed color in the fall, like they were right now, but it didn’t snow, and it was never overly hot.  Morning was crisp, night cold could bite if you didn’t wear long sleeves, and midday was warm enough to make you sweat in black leather, but nothing was truly uncomfortable at any time of year.

Spite reached me first, giving a soft caw as he alit upon the top of the chimney at my back.  He was a beautiful bird with shiny wings and a jet-black beak that looked like it could double as an industrial can opener.  He cocked his head to the side, and I almost felt Dom’s essence within the bird.  So much so that I gave a little laugh, which I then covered with a silence spell.  Spite gave a little silent caw and hop.

“It’s a bird,” Terra groused, but I ignored it.

“Spite isn’t competition, my love,” I reassured her, tossing a bit of meat at the bird in question.

I’d set up a little picnic near a chimney across from Angel’s house.  Our hide and sneak skills did more than enough to hide us from the unobservant guards who came pounding on her door an hour later.  No, we didn’t have CMS on the roof.  That’s a little beyond me.  Take that however you’d like.  We ate our breakfast together with little touches and kisses that reassured each other softly in a way that settled most of the qualms I’d had just hours before.  Much to Terra’s ire, I learned to summon Spite after befriending him with morsels of food.  He didn’t have Terra’s mind speech yet but summoning him did allow Dom and I to mentally communicate the way we did when he summoned Terra.

Summon Familiar +1

Flirting +2

Exp +30 (2,560/788,209)

“Good.  You can use him as your telephone from now on.”  Terra gave a little stretch and then performed a miraculous leap clear across the street to Angel’s roof.  Not for the first time, I wondered if I underestimated Terra. 

“Always,” she purred in my mind with a satisfaction that made me smile.  Maybe she enjoyed surprising me with these little perks as much as I enjoyed slightly annoying Dom.  “Definitely.”

Dom and I ate meat pies and listened to the conversations going on inside the house across the street.  We didn’t need any special skills to overhear it all as Angel was more than distraught enough to not think about disturbing her neighbors with her complaints, no matter the still quiet of the rest of the neighborhood.  Dom kept up a silence spell around us as I summoned Spite over and over to keep our comments to each other quiet.  Spite, unlike Terra, didn’t mind the summoning and seemed to actually be more enamored with me for being able to do it.  I could sense basic feelings in Spite, but not words, yet.

Summon Familiar +2

Exp +20 (2,580/788,209)

“Someone has been in my house!” Angel complained at the front door.

“You were robbed?” the main guard asked, and this is where Angel just couldn’t comprehend that she was in a world that didn’t have laws that covered breaking and entering without them being combined with robbery or vandalism.

“I’m sure I have been,” Angel struggled to explain, ushering the two guards into the house and shutting the door. 

Their voices were muffled until they reached Angel’s room.  In the meantime, Terra levitated herself down and through the window completely unnoticed by those inside.

“You can levitate?” I demanded through our mental link.

“Yes,” she purred out.

“You have to teach me,” I told her, trying to keep secret my gratitude that Spite had spurred Terra into showing off.

“Maybe,” she mentally flicked a tail at me, and I felt her slide under the covers of the Vampire Lord’s bed and curl up into a fold of the comforter.

“You say that things have been moved, but not stolen?” the guard was asking Angel, who was oblivious to how crazy her claims sounded.

“Yes!” she asserted, waving her hand at the huge bed in the center of her room.  “That isn’t my bed.”

“Not your bed?” the guard sounded fed up already.

“Do I look like a person who chooses red velvet draperies?” she scoffed.

“No?” the second guard was still trying to be respectful, but I could swear I heard the first guard huff a quickly hidden laugh.

“Is this funny to you?” her ire became louder again.

“No ma’am,” the first guard sounded stern, but there was no hiding the amusement in his tone.

“Is this your jewelry, ma’am?” the second guard said, probably trying to distract her from his partner.

“Yes!” Angel pounced on the new subject.  “And it’s all mixed up!”

“A lot of this looks very valuable,” one of them said, but I couldn’t tell if it was the first or second guard that time.  “Is any of it missing?”

“How would I know?” and I could see her through the window flinging her arms around.  “Nothing is where it’s supposed to be.  Most of it is there, but something might be missing.  It’ll take a bit for me to remember.  I’m very upset right now.”

As upset as I was at having to go to a class that I’d been assured I could skip or make up later?  Did it make you forgetful or confused to be jerked around by contradictory feelings or instructions?

“You don’t know if something might be missing?” the guard asked, and I felt and saw Dom’s silent chuckle. 

There was a pause and then, “I think I’m missing a bracelet, and one ring.”

She was missing two bracelets, three rings, and two earrings from two different pairs of them.  The bracelets both had her initials as a charm on them, two of the three rings had inscriptions in them that were very personal.  The earrings were just to mess with her.  It occurred to me that she didn’t realize how insulting it must be to a relatively poorly paid guard that this hysterical idiot had so much jewelry that she didn’t notice that some of it was missing?

“I’m feeling a bit woozy,” Angel claimed, her hand massaging her head.

“Maybe you should sit down,” one of the guards suggested.

“It’s that smell!” she complained as she sat on the bed near where Terra was hiding and pointed at the closet. 

“It’s coming from the closet?”  The first guard moved across the room to the closet and opened the door.

“Oh, my god,” the second guard covered his face and choked out a few mild explicates that I couldn’t understand.

“It’s cat piss,” the first guard stated, also covering his face.  Terra might have overdone it.

“I don’t have a cat!” Angel insisted.  “I hate them.”

Terra took her cue, sticking her head up out of the covers behind Angel and giving an exaggerated stretch.  I watched the guards give each other looks, though Angel hadn’t noticed Terra yet.

“You don’t have a cat?” the first guard asked.

“No,” Angel asserted, as Terra pushed her head under Angel’s hand.  I don’t care who you are or if you like or hate cats, there is an automatic response to touching something silky soft.  Angel’s hand automatically slid down Terra’s white fluffy muff and straight across Terra’s back, more because of how Terra moved than a conscious movement by Angel.

“Perfect, my love,” I sent to Terra, our giggles and laughter smothered by the silence spell.

The next instant, Angel was halfway across the room, eyes bugged out like she’d been bitten by a poisonous vorpal bunny. 

“That’s not my cat,” came her horrified whisper.

Terra stood and gave Angel what looked like an adoring look and a questioning meow.

“Ma’am,” the second guard approached the flinching woman.  “Maybe you just…”

“Don’t patronize me young man,” she spat at the offered comfort, and I figured that made what came next her own damn fault.  “Do you know who I am?”

The guards took a collective sigh.  Nothing good comes after a person makes that statement.

“Did you maybe hit the tavern a little too hard last night?” the first guard had less tact.

“I am a professor at the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue,” Angel managed to muster a bravado that was made comical by her billowing harem nightgown.  “I will not be spoken to like some delinquent.  I’ve been violated!  My privacy has been violated and I demand that you do something about it!”

“Unless you can tell us what’s been stolen, we can’t really find the crime here,” the second guard told her.

“That smell should be criminal,” she spat out.  “It’s vandalism!  That’s a crime, even here, isn’t it?”  Fizzbarren’s spell gave a little hiccup at her statement, a statement I doubted she’d remember making.

“But ma’am,” the second guard tried to be reasonable with her.  “It’s obviously a result of your own cat.” 

Terra meowed on cue, her gaze lazily and blankly going from the guards to Angel.

“I told you, that’s not my cat!” Angel insisted.

“Are you sure?” the first guard questioned.  Terra took that moment to jump down from the bed and dare to twine between Angel’s shaking legs.  How did it feel to be about to faint even as you’re being vilified by those who are supposed to protect you?

I nearly summoned Terra as Angel reared back a foot to kick her, but Terra was quicker, feigning a fear I knew she didn’t feel and scampering under the bed.  I bit my lip as I felt Terra’s relief as she added to the urine smell and followed it up with a very loud hacking hairball for good measure.  Dom rocked with silent guffaws that were echoed in the movements of the crow behind him.  I wanted to feel guilty, but I didn’t.  If that made me the bad guy, so be it.

Angel was screeching like a street urchin being beaten by a guard for stealing.  The guards left muttering about crazy rich people.  Terra howled from under the bed, matching Angel’s ranting tone until those guards were out of sight and hearing.  In a fit of rage, Angel cast what was obviously a fireball onto the bed.  Dom barely held me back from summoning Terra to my side.

The Terra that emerged from beneath the bed was neither frightened nor timid.  Once again showing off, a being of fire with eyes of burning coals lithely stretched out from under the bed like a six-foot clown squeezing out of the mini-car last.  Her shoulders moved like a stalking lioness as she strolled past the woman who had become frozen to the floor.  Still slowly moving toward the window, Terra licked her chops and gave a huffing growl that African lions use to flush out prey.  With a mighty leap, Terra burst through the window, and I could only think that it probably looked like she’d disappeared into ashes from inside.  From the outside, we could see her levitate to the roof even as she morphed back into the dark mottled color she used to slink through the shadows.  Even in the full light of the sun’s cresting glory, Terra was hard to spot crossing the roofline back to where Dom and I sat.

“Close your mouth, dear,” Dom drawled, dripping with lovely amusement.  Ah, he’d summoned her which is why it had looked like she’d melted into the shadows.

“Not that I couldn’t have done it without both of you,” Terra preened under my obvious awe.

“Where did you learn all that?” I goggled at her.

“Scaring mice, of course,” Terra gave the flippant remark like it was nothing.  It was nothing of the sort.  I knew that she leveled with me, but I hadn’t given her enough credit for how she’d matured.

Angel stuck her head out the window, probably finally getting the nerve to check to see if something other than supernatural tomfoolery had been the cause of what she’d seen.  We deftly slid behind the chimney, so all she saw was a silently laughing crow.  Dom shifted our silence spell abruptly, allowing the laughing caw to taunt the woman even as our laughs remained hidden.  Dom nearly laughed himself off the roof, and I finally joined in.

            

    
        Ch 59 – Brooms and Pirates

    
    
    
    
                It was amazing how much having Dom around changed my outlook on everything.  I know I’m supposed to be this strong independent woman, but Dom made me better, stronger, and just happier.  I grew up in an era when women were weak for needing a man.  I’d tried to live up to that ideal of my generation, but by age fifty, I’d realized it could be full of crap sometimes.  The right partner at your side was invaluable. 

I took him to my now favorite bakery where the woman behind the counter sliced us both up a piece of cake for breakfast.  The woman was different, but our deal remained, so our breakfast was free.  I sold several more baking soda potions, and I taught her the recipe for snickerdoodles.  Not only was it slanting the owner of the shop’s favor for me, but it also helped to put some money back in my pocket.  College tuition was a wallet buster, even with the silly financial aid that they’d never collect on. 

Dom caught me up on his adventures and we sat and laughed over how he’d slit the throats of each and every member of the Siff Underground.  One might think that doing so would make it hard to take over, but the game doesn’t work that way.  When Dom killed one, another spawned, but of the respawned ones, most of them were turned to his side.  I’d been shocked when I’d done it the first time, but Dom took it as his due, which I found funny.  Whatever had spawned that idea for the system, I really liked it and would use it here in the Capital as well.

“I was going to summon Terra,” Dom explained, empty plates strewn over our little table.  Even his sweet tooth had been satiated by two slices of coconut cake, three cinnamon rolls, and half a baguette.  “Only I was tired and forgot to focus on her.  The spell took longer, and just as I was starting to realize that something was different, this crow shows up.”

“Interloper,” Terra muttered, but I could tell that some part of her was softening toward the bird.  Spite had taken to flushing out several mice for Terra, who had morphed back into a scrappy alley cat.  Since chasing mice was her very favorite game, and Spite gave Terra first choice of body parts, I didn’t feel like I really needed to interfere in their bonding.

“I like the name,” I said to Dom even as I sent loving support to Terra.

“Turns out my familiar works a little different than yours,” Dom shrugged, picking at the crumbs of coconut.  I didn’t have the heart to tell him that the toasted coconut he liked so much was actually a product of tree bark instead of actual coconut, not that he’d like it less.  The bark had a slight cinnamon after kick.  I loved the ingredient but could only buy it here in the Capital where it was shipped in from some neighboring island tribes.  I’d yet to pick up a supply of the stuff because it was only sold down near the docks.  Dom picking at the crumbs reminded me that I needed to pick some up.  “I leveled the spell up with you and Terra, so I can see the different levels of it, and Spite is only the beginning.  At level twenty, I can summon another crow so that eventually I’ll have several.  Since my Summon Familiar spell is over sixty, I can summon two more right now.  I just didn’t want to do it until I got the hang of Spite.”

“That sounds fun,” I nodded at him, my mind half on his familiar spell and half on what I wanted to cook with the coconut ingredient.  I was listening, but I was also planning.  I knew how much Dom loved coconut, and I was so happy that I wanted to cook everything I knew that would make him as happy as he made me.  So, sue me for being in love.  At least I wasn’t ashamed of it anymore, just a little defensive.

“I’m going to name the second one Malice and the third one Aetos,” Dom went on, finally catching my full attention.

“Not Huginn and Muninn?” I asked.

“Too trite,” Dom scoffed.  “Besides, I was never into the Viking mythology as much as the Greek ones.”

“Spite and Malice I get,” I said.  “Why Aetos?”

“The first two are a promise and I decided on them for the trickery aspect,” Dom drawled, obviously feeling proud of himself for pulling me fully into the conversation.  “The third is the promise fulfilled.”

“Aetos, Aetos,” I wracked my brain, but it was slow.  “Why does that sound familiar?”

“Zeus’s eagle,” Dom answered, and I appreciated that he just explained things instead of dropping into some condescending mansplaining.  I would get more than enough of condescension from the college.  “Aetos was the one sent to eat out the organs of Prometheus, when Prometheus was arrogant enough to steal fire from the sun.”

“Prometheus was sentenced to being strapped to a rock and having his organs ripped out every day,” I recalled the mythos now.  “Aetos was the one to do it?”

Intelligence +1

“I thought it was fitting,” he gave me a malice-filled grin.  “Aetos is the punishment for what is perceived as the ultimate arrogance.”

I pressed my lips together as a thought occurred to me.  “I think you need to summon your pretties soon.”

“I will,” he assured me.  “Not here, though.  I want a little privacy.”

“Until you summon all three of them you only have an attempted murder,” I joked, and he gave me a playful backhand that I easily ducked.  We laughed together.

Comedy +1

Exp +10 (2,590/788,209)

“First things first,” Dom got more serious, as we left the bakery.  “We need to find a justice of the peace.”

“That might be harder than you want it to be,” I looked at my booted feet as we ambled along the now-busy, cobbled street.

“Why?” and Dom’s tone turned deadly, not toward me but I felt it none-the-less.

“The church is in charge of weddings, and we aren’t in good graces with their god,” I explained, putting the word god in air quotes.

Dom’s eyes got flat, and Spite fluttered up to settle on his shoulder.  He was not amused.

“The good news is that we can have a civil version of it called Jumping the Broom,” I tried to soften the blow.

“I know what that was in our world, but what is it here?” he growled low enough for only me to hear.

“It’s basically the same, but it’s only good for a year and a day,” I told him, leading us down streets that would take us closer to the docks.  “If we don’t have a church wedding by the end of that time, it’s dissolved.”

“I won’t have them tearing you away again.”  His knuckles popped.  I watched a few people shuffle out of his way rather than go with the flow of foot traffic.

“Only the king can bypass the church wedding and we don’t need his attention any more than we want Fizzie’s,” I tried to soothe him, keeping to Fizzbarren’s nickname so as not to summon his direct attention.  Here in the Capital, the church’s presence was thick in the mana of the world.  I took one of Dom’s hands in mine, hoping my affection could calm his anger.  I knew he’d been angry at our separation, but I hadn’t realized how angry he was until now.

“And this broom thing?” Dom resorted to his shortcut language.

“That’s one of the reasons to head to the docks,” I patted his tense arm and picked up our pace.  “A captain of any of those ships will be willing to do a broom jumping ceremony.”

“I guess it’s enough,” Dom let me pull him, his ire still buried in his heart while his lips twisted into a half-smile.  “But as soon as possible, I want the real thing.”

We hit the pier markets and I loosened Dom up by dragging him from one stall to another.  I must have spent a dozen gems on exotic ingredients and another four or five on the supplies for the ceremony.  We didn’t need special clothing, but we did have to buy a special broom.  Captains of ships were used to the broom ceremony because it was the only way foreigners were recognized as married in this kingdom, and it wasn’t necessarily safe without the lawful marital protection, as Dom and I had discovered.  We did buy some flower crowns and a pair of stone rings that would hold the ceremonial runes.  It was cheaper to buy a simple runestone, but the rings made both of us feel better.

The harbor master directed us to a smallish ship near the end of one of the piers where over fifteen ships were parked in neat little lines.  We nearly ran, leaping over rope tethers, Dom letting himself be dragged along by my enthusiasm.  He was just as excited, but he wasn’t as willing as I was to let it be seen that he was as eager as I.  I was just hoping that my enthusiasm would help out with his anger at a system that fought us at every turn.

Dexterity +1

“Broom incoming,” came a call from one of the sailors on the ship.

I held the decorated broom up over our heads in response.  I nearly danced up the gangplank, allowing myself our little window of joy.  Dom’s smile turned real when a classical pirate captain emerged from a wooden door. 

Dexterity +1

“Come aboard young lovers-to-be!” the captain hollered to us, his long dreadlocks making me chuckle.  Catcalls rang out from amidst the sails and even from below decks, and I blushed at some of the suggestions.  I couldn’t help it.  I felt young and in love and it was a magnificent stage for it.

I’d dreamed of a wedding on the pirate ship at the Treasure Island Casino, but we weren’t rich enough for it, so we’d settled for Elvis in a chapel on the Strip.  Our reception had been in our living room with platters of meats and cheese, and a cake that I’d sorted out and decorated myself in the days before the ceremony.  Our honeymoon had been a staycation that included a time share lecture that we’d been smart enough to say no to.  I’d learned early in my life to live on a budget that was always just a little too tight for dream fulfillment. 

For one moment, I forgot how mad I was at Fizzbarren and his lazy world and let myself enjoy spending a relative fortune on a dream come true.  I let the moment take me over.  Terra was our broom-bearer, which was the ceremony’s version of a flower girl, and I only felt a little pang that Kat wasn’t here to do it instead.  Terra floated along perched on the broom instead of carrying it by levitating both her and the broom down the length of the ship’s deck, where over ten pirates stood around heckling us. 

The flower-speckled broom was placed at our feet and the rings were tied into the bristles.  The boisterous captain said words I didn’t hear because my eyes and attention were glued to Dom’s softened eyes.  We missed our cue to make the leap and got a bit of ribbing about being ready for the deed or not, but we just smiled and gripped each other’s hands tightly as we jumped that broom like it was a jump rope.  Terra nearly tripped us as she levitated it just a tiny bit at the last minute, but we just laughed it off.

Dexterity +1

It was bittersweet without the rest of our little family of Cliff and Kat, but I pushed that to the back of my heart so I could enjoy this part of it.  If Dom and I had to do this every year for the rest of our lives, it was worth every gem that left my hands.  The captain only took a single largish gem as his fee.  Between that and the two kegs of ale we’d had delivered to the ship were all the crew needed to be enthusiastic stand-ins for our real friends and family.

Sparks flew from the end of the handle and from each bristle on the broom, just as it was spelled to do.  We’d bought one with extra drama and it was like the Fourth of July in the middle of the day.  It spun like a floating whirl of sparklers over our heads and set off whistles loud enough to be heard all the way to the pier stalls.  As it burned and dissolved, only the rings tumbled down to the deck at our feet.  None of it was actually made of fire, but it sparkled like it.  I couldn’t help but think that Kat would have loved it, and my eyes misted over.  Cliff wasn’t there as our best man and Dom’s crow just wasn’t the same.

“Next time, they’ll be here,” Dom whispered to me as he slipped the now-runed ring on my finger.

“I’d do this every year of our lives,” I blinked back the negativity and slipped his ring on his finger.

“Me too, love,” he told me right before he kissed me.  We hadn’t even waited for the captain to tell us we could.

The crew broke open the barrels of ale and I brought out a feast’s worth of food from my inventory, thinking I’d need a day or two of cooking to replenish my supply.  Oh, well.  That was another thing I did when I was stressed.  Cook.  I cook when stressed and eat when depressed.  I’m not saying I was mentally healthy for all my knowledge of psychology that college hadn’t put in my head, but at least I was aware of my foibles.

We spent an hour celebrating with the crew, but we sneaked away from the celebration long before the pirates were done with the second keg of ale.  When I say keg, I wasn’t talking about the tiny kegs you got for a little party.  These were double-sized barrels that were more than half as tall as I was and twice as wide as my hips had ever been in my old world.  While the pirates were ready to party, Dom and I had things to do.  We were ready to celebrate in a different way.

Alcohol Tolerance +1

Exp +10 (2,600/788,209)

            

    
        Ch 60 - Honeymoon of Our Dreams

    
    
    
    
                Flowers preserved and tucked away into deep inventory slots, Dom and I commenced with the honeymoon of our dreams.  It wasn’t a honeymoon we could have had in my old world, and it wasn’t the one I’d dreamed of as a little girl.  It was a honeymoon born of frustration and a furious need to bathe in the blood of our enemies.  Sounds dramatic, I know, but it worked for us.

Okay, look, I love you bunches, my favorite reader, but I’m not going into the CMS.  I think you’re glad.  How interesting.  Good.  Now that I’ve put behind us my old whiny self that persisted without Dom, I can get on with the truly remorseless person I can be with at least one person who loves all those sides of me.  I’ve read many books where the character is either very honorable or dastardly, but I’ve rarely met a person who isn’t a little of both.

I like that you like both sides of me too.  I feel more comfortable telling you about our lovely revenge, knowing that you will keep reading through it even though I’m not completely the white knight.  I’m going to try to cast aside my need to whitewash this bloodbath, because somehow, I trust you to see this side of me.  I’m scared, but I do trust you.  So, here goes.

Dom and I slid silently into the sewers of the Capital, and I wished I’d gotten a spell that could make it rain long enough to wash away the disgusting stagnant waters of a less than perfect sewer system.  Was it just ambience that the walls oozed refuse and the murky water at our feet splashed with a slick feeling that made me want to clean everything?  Okay, so I cast Bleach more than a few times.  Of course, it was like sweeping the dust out of an unexplored Egyptian tomb.  I gave up and tried to ignore it.  I think I succeeded for the most part.

Beauty -5

Bleach +3

Exp +30 (2,630/788,209)

Rogue – Level 22 (Health 652/1048) (Mana 294/840) – Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

I kept the Rogue’s attention, practicing the Ice spell I’d gotten right before being taken to the Capital.  Dom slid in and out of the shadows, backstabbing the poor thing over and over again.  It was done in a lovely little pocket of pure silence.

Ice +5

Exp +50 (2,680/788,209)

 Rogue – Level 22 (Health 527/1048) (Mana 250/840) – Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

I’d gotten my Ice version of my elemental spells to settle into a spike of ice that acted a little like a magic missile, only colder.  I was playing around with the different flavors of cold and ice that I could create.  I could get it to snow if I focused just right.  I had plans for that if I could focus it enough to sell snow cones.  What?  I’m an entrepreneur at heart.

Ice +5

Spell Upgraded to Ice Missile and Snow

Exp +50 (2,730/788,209)

Rogue – Level 22 (Health 404/1048) (Mana 294/840) – Poisoned and Bleeding (-115/5 seconds)

Besides, Dom and my poison spell did most of the damage necessary to slaughter these mobs.  We couldn’t really talk about anything during the silent fight.  Dom needed to do most of the damage anyway.  He was the one set to overtake the Underground here as he’d done in Siff.

Ice Missile +3

Poison Cloud +1

Exp +40 (2,770/788,209)

Rogue – Level 22 (Health 286/1048) (Mana 294/840) – Poisoned and Bleeding (-115/5 seconds)

That’s not to say I didn’t enjoy myself.  I loved making new spells and morphing old ones.  Watching Dom slide another bloodied knife into a major artery made my heart soar.  He moved with a grace and surety that neither of us could have imagined in our aging old world bodies.  See?  Honeymoon.

Poison Cloud +1

Exp +10 (2,780/788,209)

Rogue – Level 22 (Health 122/1048) (Mana 294/840) – Poisoned and Bleeding (-125/5 seconds)

 “Join me or die,” Dom gritted out to the Rogue as the silence snapped off.

The Rogue didn’t call out for help.  That was the Underground way.  If someone bested you, you followed them.  That was the code of thieves.  If you ever thought you could best them back, take a shot anytime you wanted.  It was a dog-eat-dog hierarchy and Dom and I were just proving we were bigger dogs.

“Join,” the Rogue panted out, just before his health bottomed out.

Dom and his new Rogue Follower shook hands initiating the loyalty dynamic.  I had a heal prepped and the Rogue Follower was at full health, his armor repaired, and his clothing as clean as the rank sewer could make it.

Rogue Follower Loyalty +20

Rogue Follower – Level 21 (Health 960/960) (Mana 680/680) (Loyalty 21/100)

I taught him the basic spells of Spark, Basic Heal, and Basic Buff.  Once a follower joined you, you had to earn loyalty.  Their level got knocked down one, but you could empower them with spells or skills if you thought you could trust them.  Most of the Rogues would change loyalties on a dime from their previous masters because their previous masters hadn’t focused on making their minions powerful enough to overthrow them as leaders.

Teaching +1

Exp +10 (2,790/788,209)

Rogue Follower Loyalty +30

Rogue Follower – Level 21 (Health 960/960) (Mana 680/680) (Loyalty 51/100)

I knew the rules from when I’d done it last time.  Dom knew them just as well, having done it himself in Siff.  Loyalty started at one with the handshake, but we earned ten loyalty for not killing them, and another ten for healing them up.  Then I eeked out another ten per spell we taught them.   

“What are your orders?” the Rogue Follower asked, reluctantly.  At fifty percent loyalty, they would accept basic orders and fight for us.  His reluctance would fade with higher loyalty.  That was good because I had plenty of ways to earn that loyalty.  I pulled out a few high-quality daggers from the Vampire dungeon, boosting loyalty again.  They were worth thirteen points per dagger.  I had over two hundred of them, so it wasn’t a sacrifice to hand over three of them to our new ally.

Rogue Follower Loyalty +39

Rogue Follower – Level 21 (Health 960/960) (Mana 680/680) (Loyalty 90/100)

“My loyalty is yours,” the Rogue Follower stated his line and that was when Dom gave him orders.  At seventy percent, they would not join another unless they were sure of their impending death.  At ninety percent, they would fight to the death.

“Can’t I teach them the clean spell and have them at least start to clean this place up?” I scrunched up my nose, making Dom smile as the Rogue Follower went to follow Dom’s orders.  We were having the followers lay low until we had something closer to half the Underground turned.

“I don’t think their loyalty would stay high if they were forced to be sewage workers,” Dom chuckled at me, casting clean to get the blood off his armor.  The name of the old guild had been the Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guild.  Dom had changed the name to the Underground, something I hadn’t thought of at the time, but he’d said it allowed him to recognize his own versus the old regime.

“It didn’t bother them when I did it,” I muttered under my breath, but I wasn’t really upset.  I had enough to do in my college takeover. 

“Really?” Dom stopped to consider it.  Dom sent Spite after the follower, who returned promptly.

“Want another spell or two?” Dom asked the follower.

“Sure,” the follower responded eagerly.  Magic was a commodity held tightly by UNLV and they held spells in tight copywrite-level hold.  Anyone selling spells that didn’t bear the UNLV copywrite were burned at the stake, twice.  They seriously burned them at the stake, resurrected them and then burned them again.  I’d been made to watch four such punishments during my first three years of helplessness.  The memory only fueled my anger.  I had no fear of punishment.  They’d have to catch me first.

“Then we offer you a quest of loyalty,” I butted into the conversation, wording my request carefully.  “Bring us one of your comrades who has little loyalty to their master, and we will grant you two new spells that will both repair your equipment and clean you up so that you can go topside without carrying the odor of the sewers to betray your origins.”

Charm +1

“It shall be done,” he vowed eagerly.

I passed him two scrolls.  “You may show these to your compatriots as proof of the power of the Underground.”

I could have gotten his loyalty to a hundred, but that is where it capped.  As long as the follower’s loyalty was above fifty, all we had to do to keep it there was to have an officer of the Underground meet with them once a day.  If they were beyond our influence, they would lose a single point of loyalty per day. 

“Officers get to offer quests,” I explained as the follower scampered into the darkness.  “They earn experience, and we get another little bit of loyalty by giving rewards.”

“It’s not like we can’t afford it,” Dom agreed in his own way.

Dom was the Prince of Thieves, and he’d dubbed me his Queen.  He might have outranked me, but he’d honored me with a perversely higher title.  He had reasoned that Kat would be a Princess, so I could only be the Queen.  His title of Prince was also to infer a lie that there was a King above him, but it was also so that we would not compete with the King of the kingdom, which might anger the actual King.

“Our next quest is a cleaning one, though,” I pointed out as I cast another clean on my clothes.

“Maybe as a punishment?” Dom suggested.

“Do you really think they like living in the muck like this?” I argued without heat.

“You have a point,” he admitted, casting his own clean as we made our way to another junction.

Charm +1

The best thing about followers with loyalty above the seventy percent mark was that Dom could send Spite or Malice to fetch a follower and the follower would follow the crow back to Dom.  Dom and I headed to another portion of the grid maze, but with my knowledge of it imprinted on three years of crawling through it to take over the Capital’s seedy side, we were never in danger of being lost.  I was as familiar with the sewer map as I was cooking or doing dishes.   

Dom had waited until we’d reached the sewers to summon Malice, his second crow.  At the summoning of the second crow, Terra had left the sewers in a huff, professing to have errands of her own that I couldn’t even fathom.  Cats.  What could you do?  While Dom’s pets were obedient and eager to work for tidbits of meat and shiny baubles, Terra was more independent.  Then again, I was pretty sure she was much more powerful, at an almost equal level to me.  The fact that she kept her plans close to her furry chest was irritating, but I trusted that she’d have my best interests at heart and call for me if she ever got into something too deep.

Assassin – Level 22 (Health 1145/1145) (Mana 470/470)

Assassins were rarer than the rogues and they had a different system of honor.  Their loyalty wasn’t earned through near-death experiences.  I’d had fits figuring out their code of honor the first time.  I put a hand on Dom’s arm before he slid around behind the Assassin.  I’d show Dom the first one, but then he’d have to subdue a later one.  This one we would have to kill.

“Join or die,” I whispered into the Assassin’s ear.

The Assassin whirled with a snarl, but I was still behind him, and Dom was completely in the shadows, so the Assassin saw nothing.  I’d used my very good Hide and Sneak skills to remain in the shadows behind the Assassin even as he turned.  “Never,” the Assassin muttered into the emptiness.

Hide +1

Sneak +1

Exp +20 (2,810/788,209)

“How much?” I asked the Assassin in the same way I’d said the first, using my new Sense Emotions spell to make sure I was going the correct direction.  Every one of my questions was a die roll.  If I rolled high with Luck, he’d turn on his masters, but if I didn’t, the Assassin could deny us as he just had or even lie to us.  I felt his avarice.

Luck +1

Sense Emotions +1

Exp +10 (2,820/788,209)

“I’m for hire, but I can’t be bought,” the Assassin sneered.

“What do I need with you, when I can do better myself?” I taunted him, knowing I’d failed both rolls.  There were only two chances.  At this point the man would say anything, but always be looking for a way to betray us.  I drove the knife into his back, slicing up through his ribs and deep into his left lung even as I cast a full dose of poison into his system.

Backstab +1

Exp +10 (2,830/788,209)

The Assassin gasped and bucked away from my knife, his look and feel was a mix of anger and fear as he realized my statement was true.  Dom faded out of the darkness in front of the angry man, but seeing as the Assassin was turning toward me, Dom got a backstab at him as well.  The Assassin only managed to scratch me, but it was enough for Dom to see red.

Health -14 (19,384/19,398)

Assassin – Level 22 (Health 920/1145) (Mana 470/470) – Poisoned and Bleeding (-115/5 sec)

Maybe this Sense Emotions spell wasn’t a waste of a page in my spell book.  It had warned me of the betrayal without having to guess, so I was pleased.  The first time, I’d just killed all the assassins after the first one had tried to betray me with a stupid coup.

“You touched my wife,” Dom growled, placing his hand on the Assassin’s chest as the man was turning around.  I saw a flash of light as what I could only conceive as a Fireball erupting inside the man’s chest right before he collapsed to the ground.

You have killed an Assassin of the Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guild

Exp +572 (3,402/788,209)

“What was that?” my eyes met Dom’s grin over the falling corpse.

“That is a Fireball cast inside the chest cavity of a person,” Dom explained, obviously pleased that he’d surprised me again.

“Niiice,” I drawled out, imitating his normal drawl.

“You surprise me all the time,” he took my hand and kissed it even as he kicked the corpse to loot it.  “It’s only right that I get the chance to surprise you back once in a while.”

“Mission accomplished,” I purred at him.  It was our honeymoon.  We were allowed to be disgustingly lovey over fried bloody corpses.

            

    
        Ch 61 – Marital Mayhem

    
    
    
    
                “You’ve got to see this,” Terra told me in our mental link.

Dom and I had been plowing our way through the denizens of the sewers.  Siff, being a smaller town, had only had about two dozen members of the Underground for Dom, but the capital had ten times that amount.  We were about halfway through the process of converting the Capital’s version of the underground to our Underground.

“Where are you, Terra?” I said aloud so that Dom knew we were talking.

Dom plopped down into a cleanish puddle next to me.  We were between fights, but I figured that Terra probably waited for a break in our marital mayhem to contact me.

“He’s allergic to cats,” Terra snickered her derision as I passed on the information to a grinning Dom.

“Who is?” I asked her, creating a few extra spell scrolls even as Dom cast some extra clean and repair spells around us.

“Fillibuster Burnt,” Terra explained.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“His house,” Terra gave a smug mental twitch of her whiskers at me.

“Burnt’s house?” I continued our conversation out loud for Dom’s benefit.  There wasn’t nearly the need to be quiet anymore.  With almost half the Underground loyal to us, we could just sit back and wait for the rest to bring in their brethren. 

“Consider it a wedding gift,” Terra purred.  “I’ve rubbed all over every single thing he owns and he has completely lost himself in perpetual sneezing fits.”

Dom barked a laugh that echoed down the tunnels in an eerie way.  At first I tensed up, thinking we’d be discovered, but as it echoed back to us, I realized that between Dom’s laugh and the crows joining in, it was probably more likely to lead someone to believe the sewer was haunted than to credit a single man and a couple of crows with the sound.  “Tell her I said thank you,” Dom paused in his laughter to say.

I did as he asked with an indulgent eye roll.

“You should come finish up the gaslighting for this guy,” Terra urged us.  “He’s just gone out to have dinner at a tavern, but he might not stay out long.  He doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to hang out in a tavern half the night.”

“You never know,” I responded, checking my maps.  The maps tab in my interface had a layering ability.  We’d picked up a sewer map from one of our first followers, and a city map from my college welcome package.  The two could be laid on top of each other in a semi-transparent way that compared the two.  Mr. Burnt had a house in the Merchant district, and we weren’t far from it.  I took a moment to mark the map with the houses of all the administrators that I’d scoped out before and shared my map with Dom.  

What a fun bonus that married people could share their tabs with each other.  We’d taken advantage of it immediately, sharing all our tabs.  It took manually updating them to show progress, but I now had his interface as a set of tabs in my own.  We weren’t far from Burnt’s house.

“That sounds awesome,” I praised Terra with real enthusiasm.  I hadn’t thought that we’d be able to get to Burnt’s place until much later.  I had my first classes tomorrow, the idea of which tightening my stomach with nerves.  It wasn’t that I couldn’t do it.  It was that I was walking into a situation where my enemies had control.

Constitution +1

“Let’s hit it,” Dom levered himself up, and then reached out to help me.  I didn’t need the help and we both knew it, but it was a nice gesture so I let him pull me up.  I gave him a light kiss, and had a bounce in my step as we mostly followed the tunnels to get to Burnt’s house.

Flirting +1

Exp +10 (5,010/788,209)

Burnt’s house was bigger than Angel Hammock’s had been, and it bustled with servant activity.  Burnt’s hadn’t wasted any time getting servants.  It didn’t bother me, since they were busy out by the mansion’s personal well washing everything cloth and beating rugs.  Dom and I slid inside at Terra’s direction.  Terra had turned herself into a plump marmalade cat with broad orange stripes and fur that was a little long for the breed, but I could understand that since she was using every inch of her fur to rub against every surface that we passed. 

Sneak +1

Hide +1

Exp +20 (5,030/788,209)

The opulence of Burnt’s house set my teeth on edge because I knew that it reflected the size and lushness of the one he owned back in the old world.  Here was a man who made his money bullying young people who were just reaching out to stretch their wings in the big wide world.  The idea that bullying like this was a lucrative profession in our old world just lit my temper.

Will +1

I had a different plan for Burnt than I had for Hammock.  Instead of switching two paintings around, I replaced most of his artwork with the stuff from the Vampire Lord’s manor.  Tastefully conservative seascapes were replaced with several more Rubenesque ones from our inventories.  Lovely Monet lilies were replaced with gruesome hunting scenes from the torturer’s quarters.  A quaint field of wheat threshing was traded for the more tortured renderings of a particularly vivid portrait of the Vampire Lord himself enjoying his harem.  We were careful to use only the most voluptuously endowed women from the collection, never needing to duplicate any.  The family portrait over the mantle was replaced with the Vampire Lord’s extremely risqué harem portrait.

Mischief +10

Exp +100 (5,130/788,209)

Porcelain urns of flowers were replaced with gawdy golden urns that made it look like funeral urns were being used for vases.  All of it was done in moments, while the servants outside chattered among each other about how unfair the master had been to demand everything cleaned in the hour he’d be gone.  I was careful not to get those servants in trouble.  While we replaced many things, they were still just a jarring sprinkle of malice amidst the prevailing clutter of perfectly coordinated class and nothing was missing enough to be blamed on the servants.  I pilfered a snuff box from the den with his initials on the bottom, a pipe from that desk that was also pictured in the portrait over that desk, and a signet ring from out of a desk drawer, but they were things that I figured wouldn’t be missed until long after the shock of the changed items had passed.

Mischief +5

Exp +50 (5,180/788,209)

Once we slid upstairs, we worked mainly on two rooms.  The master bedroom, I traded his tasteful white and sage color scheme with similar items from the Vampire Lord’s chamber, including the beautifully gawdy bed, chest of drawers, and vanity.  On the vanity, I placed several feminine accoutrements, even though I knew him to live alone.  In the closet, I left a woman’s wardrobe full of sexy gowns and negligees.  The servants might be washing all his regular clothing, but what would they do with the newest clothing?  I was betting that, since their programming didn’t account for what to do under such a situation, that they would simply ignore it. 

Mischief +7

Exp +70 (5,250/788,209)

Dom focused on another room right next door to the master suite.  He stashed the bland, guest room furniture and replaced it with some of our favorite toys from the torturer’s dungeon.  The bed was replaced with an iron maiden, complete with crusty blood and gore that we didn’t bother to clean off.  The chest of drawers was replaced with a wall of shackles, another wall’s art was replaced with instruments of torture, and the closet was filled with silky rope and leather bondage supplies.

“Darling,” I purred at Dom, as I walked in to admire his handiwork.

“Later,” he whispered back to me.  “I saved the best for us.”

I responded with sultry laugh that was cut off by Terra’s warning that the master of the house had returned.  Dom and I made what my daughter would have called googly eyes at each other as we slid out an attic window and onto a nearby rooftop to enjoy the show.

Flirting +2

Exp +20 (5,270/788,209)

The servants scuttled into the house to put bedsheets and clothes onto furniture that they weren’t programmed to notice had changed drastically from what had been there before.  Fillibuster Burnt stride through his front door as if he were the King of Siam, tossing leather gloves onto a table and shrugging his shoulders out of the cape that his butler barely managed to catch.  He then stood imperiously holding out a foppish cane in two fingers until his butler fumbled to take it from him.

“I assume you have found and disposed of the cat that vandalized my house,” Burnt said, giving a long superior sniff that only made his nose twitch slightly.

“We did not find a cat, sir,” the butler admitted, bowing his head.

Burnt gave the poor butler a vile glare.

“But every cloth in the manor has been washed, and every rug is still airing in the back garden,” the butler rushed to assure the master.

“If I sneeze even once tonight, I expect them all to be burned and replaced by the time I return from the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue tomorrow evening.”  It made me wonder why all the staff insisted on using the full name of the college while students used the acronym.  “I can replace every one of you as easily as I can the rugs,” Burnt snapped, and all I could think was that they’d be better off.  What did it say that Burnt had yet to notice the main painting in the foyer of his home had been replaced with a Venus d’ Milo type painting instead of the woman with a parasol.  Their color schemes were similar so maybe he didn’t know the difference.

Fillibuster Burnt had been the bully of my old college as the head of the Code of Conduct division of the school.  That is to say that my old college hadn’t relied on a Dean and a paddle to keep the students in line.  It had relied on Fillibuster Burnt and his Code of Conduct violations.  It was simple.  It had started with Angel Hammock’s complaint, which had started as a threat of expulsion and later become me making a big deal over a simple warning.  Fillubuster Burnt had then, with the cooperation of Violet Patts, found out my lab instructors and informed them exactly how to deal with any requests from me.

I realize that this sounds a bit paranoid, at least that’s how they made me feel about my complaints, but this system is entrenched and active in almost every college of America.  The only way to get rid of problem students is to do what companies do.  They file complaints against you where three warnings equal a reprimand, and three reprimands is an expulsion.  The problem with this is that they can claim anything and Fillibuster Burnt knows exactly how to turn it into a Code of Conduct violation.

I had asked for lab stations to be placed low enough to be seen from a seated position.  I hadn’t thought that should be hard considering they had to have accommodated people in wheelchairs.  While I didn’t have a wheelchair most days, I did use a walker to give myself a place to sit on the long walks to buildings.  I only needed it on high pain days, but that was almost every day I was forced to go to a lab where the instructors had been schooled on how to hate me.  I was the daughter of two high school teachers.  If you think your teachers don’t talk about you, you’ve lost your mind.  They were furious and refused to accommodate my request, insisting that I didn’t need the change and was just being a pain.  I’d taken it up the chain and they’d capitulated, reluctantly when my Title IX complaint had hit the federal level just in time for the finals.

The code of conduct violation had come from when my husband had walked me to class.  I’d left my phone in my walker, and he’d held it up at the doorway to ask me if I needed it for class.  He hadn’t said a word, and neither had I, because we knew that anything could be construed as a disruption.  I’d waved him off, and thought nothing of it.  Two days later, I’d had a new code of conduct violation that stated that I’d had someone trying to take video of the classroom in clear violation of the rule against filming proprietary classroom stuff.  I’d had permission, through accommodations and verbal agreement with the instructor, to make audio recordings of lectures, not to mention that we were all encouraged to take lots of pictures of lab stations to study at home.

I was again threatened with expulsion in the emails, and then told I was making something out of nothing at the actual meeting with Fillibuster Burnt.  Again, it was just a warning and he only wanted to know that I knew that classes couldn’t be recorded.  I was suspicious, but I told him that I knew classes couldn’t be recorded and that I didn’t need or want to video record a class I had the right to record anyway.  That had turned into me admitting and apologizing for wrongdoing in emails back to instructors and professors all over the place.  I had never apologized nor admitted to wrongdoing and when the legal recording of the meeting had exposed his duplicity, I was again told that I was overreacting to nothing.

All I’d asked for was that the code of conduct warnings be expunged.  Fillibuster Burnt had said that was out of the question and totally unnecessary since they were just warnings and didn’t count.  But he’d filed those warnings so that when it had happened again, and another trumped up charge had been leveled against me, he had grounds for a true complaint, complete with a trial that had been a lot like the one here in this world.

I’d had a 3.8 GPA at graduation, despite their harassment of multiple trumped up code of conduct violations, and they’d still been one warning away from expelling me every day of my senior year.  They’d lauded me as a prime example of hard work as I’d walked across the stage to graduate with honors as a Phi Kappa Phi member in good standing, even as they’d threatened days earlier to not let me graduate at all. 

So, I know you’re asking yourself why kept going?  Why not go to another school or just quit school altogether?  The simple but not easy answer was that I knew that there were students who bought the code of conduct bullshit as valid.  I imagined how those less experienced students were believing all this.  I got together with others who had disabilities and we shared stories.  That was when I realized that someone had to stand up to them.  I’m no Malcolm X, but I could teach other students how to file the right paperwork to fight back.  I really just kept thinking that the next federal Title IX complaint might make the difference.

I lost, even though I graduated with honors.  Federal complaints mounted over the years I taught student after disabled student to write their timelines of refused accommodations into official Title IX complaints.  Nothing helped.  While I was there, nothing happened to make it stop.  Burnt just kept coming after me harder and harder.  Right down to the last week of classes, it was a race to see if he could expel me before the Title IX complaints became enough of a mountain to do something about it.

All Burnt had to do was use Violet Patts to contact my instructors, who would then be warned that I was a troublemaker and to not allow me to abuse my accommodations.  Instructors were allowed to interpret that any way they pleased, but they were also schooled by Burnt on how to use the code of conduct to stop what he considered my little games.  I understood that, from their perspective, I was just another entitled kid to be squashed into complying with the machine.  I had just been trying to survive the machine with several disabilities.

Will +5

In this new world, my old tormentor had become only a part of my new nemesis, and there he stood in his own entitlement and it was my turn to teach him a lesson.  He wasn’t the god of the code of conduct here.  He was just a little bureaucratic bully that I could kill over and over again if I wanted to.  But I’d done that on my first time through and I’d purged most of my angst and bitterness in pools of blood.  This time, I had the luxury of hopefully driving him as crazy as he’d driven me.

I was counting on Burnt replacing all his household servants.  By tomorrow, Dom and I would own the Underground of the Capital and a standing quest would be issued to become a servant of Fillibuster Burnt, and that quest paid very well.  Even if he fired half the city’s servants, we were set to replace them with officers of our Underground.

“What is the meaning of this!?” came a demand that lurched me out of my ruminating.  Fillibuster Burnt had just walked into his bedchamber.

“What do you mean, sir?” a servant rushed in with wringing hands.

Dom and I had discovered popcorn at the wharf shops.  I popped it in our silent sphere using magic and a wok with a lid, shaking the thing over a spark spell that I hid in the nearby chimney.  Did you know that crows love popcorn?  I had to pop two batches just to have a bowl to myself.  That was okay.  Dom could share his plain bowl of popcorn, but mine was drenched in butter and my stern look was enough to keep Dom’s murder out of my bowl.

“This is not my furniture!” Burnt spat at the servant, as if the servant was the stupidest person on the planet.  The servants were very simple drones, so maybe he wasn’t too far off.

“I’m sorry, sir?” the servant didn’t understand the statement that wasn’t in a list of demands or queries the drone was programmed for.

The guard was called.  It wasn’t the same set of guards that had attended to Angel Hammock’s complaints that morning, but that only served our purposes better than if it had been the same ones.

“This is not my furniture!” Burnt repeated to the guards.

“Is anything missing, sir?” the very consistent guards asked the expected question.

“Yes!” and Burnt strode without shame into the room full of torture devices, waving his hands around the room as if it should speak for itself.

Dom and I sat eating the popcorn, spell enhanced vision glued to the scenario like it was nighttime soaps.  The room did indeed speak for itself, but the guards had a different opinion than Burnt about what it said.  Two pairs of guard eyes darted around the equipment and then settled on the servant that had scampered in behind Burnt.  The servant flinched at the equipment in the room, probably because they’d never seen it and expected punishment for the supposed failures of the day.

“Have you seen this room before?” the first guard asked the trembling servant.

“Uh, no sir,” the servant insisted, but the answer was vastly misinterpreted by the guards.

“You see?” Burnt demanded as if the guards were as stupid and owned as he felt his servants to be.

The guards were not amused.  To Dom and I, it was obvious that the guards interpretation of the situation was that Burnt was a sadist who tortured his servants into lying for him.  They would probably let it slide this time, but once we replaced the servants with our own Underground operatives, the complaints would build on each other until it was Burnt who experienced enough code of conduct violations to be expelled from Capital nobility.  Punishments should really fit the crimes.

Intelligence +2

Between the paintings that the guards noticed, even though Burnt did not, and the torture room, the guards were getting an impression of the man.  While colleges don’t have a code of conduct that faculty has to follow, the nobility of the Capital had an unwritten code of conduct that the king himself enforced with an iron fist.  The king and I had become friends before and I knew that I could count on him to get involved, but it would take more than a single piece of evidence to dethrone a noble in the city.

“I expect this to be taken with the utmost seriousness,” the pompous Burnt demanded as he walked back into his bed chamber, where he didn’t even notice the rotund marmalade cat that was stretched across his bed.  It’s amazing how little a person notices when their noses are shoved so far into the air.

“Do you smell popcorn?” Burnt sniffed and then gave a huge sneeze.

Burnt didn’t notice Terra until she wound her way between his feet.  Then he tripped on her, his eyebrows finally lowering from his receding hairline to just over his suddenly explosive nose.

“A cat!” he struggled to spit out between sneezes, pointing a finger at the servant who was trailing miserably behind Burnt.  “I told you there was a cat.  You’re all fired!”

“Yes, sir,” the servant bowed and left the room, shoulders slumping in what I thought was relief.

“The cat,” Burnt continued to rant, redirecting his orders to the guards.  “Get it out of here!”

“This isn’t your cat?” the guard asked and Dom and I nearly dropped our popcorn because we were laughing so hard.  Terra had hopped up onto Fillubuster Burnt’s shoulders and wrapped her fluffy orange tail right around his neck and over his face.  She completely ignored his flailing arms and running nose.

Dexterity +2

“I deserve a full clean once I’m done here,” she imitated Burnt’s imperious tone into my mind.  I’d have cast it at her right then except that I could barely hold onto my popcorn, I was laughing so hard.

Dexterity +2

“Of course it’s not my cat!” Burnt insisted, his face turning a delightful shade of red.  “I don’t have a cat!  I’m allergic!”

Terra hopped down from Burnt’s shoulder and scampered under the bed only to pull out a tiny mouse which she then delivered to her “master’s” feet with a proud wag of her tail.

“It looks like your cat,” the second guard spoke up for the first time, snatching Terra up from the ground and giving her a scritch under her chin.  “What’s the cat’s name?  Is it your familiar?”

“Familiar!?  Get that thing out of here!” Burnt yelled, having lost his superiority in the snotty bluster of his current behavior.  “Why would I have a familiar that I’m allergic to?  Are you stupid?”

“Sir?” the first guard raised a warning eyebrow.  Nobles were not above the law and the guards both knew it.

“Do you know who I am?” could be heard down the street.

Why do people think that phrase will help them?  I’ve never met a cop that doesn’t bristle at it, and bristly cops are more likely to arrest you than help you.  The guard of the Capital wasn’t corrupt unless you took them over and made them that way.

“I do kinda smell popcorn,” the second cop admitted, turning from the blustering mess that Burnt had become.  Terra remained in the guard’s arms as they descended the stairs and exited the man’s manor. 

“Me too,” the first guard said, ignoring the screaming from Burnt that every single servant in his house was absolutely fired and would be burned at the stake if he ever saw them again.

Servants poured out of Fillibuster’s house like rats deserting a sinking ship, the stream of them split by the strolling guards who were cooing over my familiar.  I wished I’d thought of setting up a popcorn stand.  I’d have made a pretty copper selling it by the bag to the exodus of drones that were escaping Fillibuster Burnt.

            

    
        Ch 62 – Monopoly Money

    
    
    
    
                Terra allowed her tubby form to be toted to a nearby pub where the guards bought her a few scraps of meat, and a heartier helping of sympathy for having been with the pompous Burnt. Dom and I followed at a safe distance and managed to eavesdrop of the conversation they shared over a meal and an ale.

Perception +1

Sneak +2

Exp +20 (5,290/788,209)

“Hell of a last call for the night,” the first guard, who we’d learned was named Mack.

“No kidding,” the second guard, Tommy, fed another scrap to Terra, who sat beside him on the bench. “I thought he was going to stomp himself into the floor and disappear in a fit!”

“He’s one of those UNLV magicians,” Mack admitted to knowing. “You’d think magicians would know better considering they’re always insisting on the rules.”

“You’d think they were the only ones who knew the rules,” Tommy agreed.

“They own magic,” Mack shrugged, letting Terra nudge and rub against his arm. “What can we do about it?”

I gave Dom a look over our ales and moved to sit near enough to the guards to respectively overhear their conversation. The stew wasn’t up to my standards and, considering that it was a pretty high-class pub, that was a shame. It was only one step up from gnoblin stew. The establishment was relatively clean and I could see Burnt being comfortable at one of the classy tables, though he’d probably opted for one of those private tables than allow himself to sit next to other customers at the long tables and benches in the center of the room. A bard strummed something unintrusive in a corner. It wasn’t my kind of place, but it had promise.

I slipped away to the kitchen to talk to the cook. By the time I was done bartering, I had made back one third of the gems I’d spent that day at the wharf on ingredients. My second bowl of stew was much better than the first, which was good because I’d also spent the last of my gems supply and half of Dom’s on buying the establishment. Between this pub, the bakery, and a butcher I’d taken a liking to, I now owned a nice chain of places that would feed each other.

Bartering +3

Exp +30 (5,320/788,209)

Didn’t I tell you? This morning at the bakery where we’d stuffed our faces with cinnamon rolls, I’d bought the place with a good chunk of Dom’s gem stash. Sorry. I must have forgotten to mention it in my excitement of the wedding and all. The butcher? I’d sold them so much gnoblin and werewolf meat that it had practically paid for itself. All I needed now was a grocer. I had already made a deal with Beryle back home to sell the farm products exclusively to me. I had two wagons’ worth of produce, but I hadn’t found a grocer I liked yet.

I’d had three years to plot out these supply lines last time. I’d just planned ahead this time. What? I didn’t like the coaches. Going back and forth a second time seemed like a waste and torture that I could circumvent with a little planning. I didn’t just need to take over the Underground in the Capital, and it wasn’t just that we needed a way to consistently launder Underground spoils. I had to be a merchant of good standing so that we could solidify our hold of the Capital. Once I’d bought the bakery, we were automatically assigned a merchant account. Upon my fourth business, I’d be granted landowner status.

Intelligence +2

There were rules. I liked studying rules. I’d spent many a long night studying Capital law. It was a required course at UNLV. They’d thought to teach me my place by drumming the law of land into me. They’d taught me my place all right. They’d taught me exactly how to claim my place as a noble. The law didn’t favor nobility based on birth. Even though the king was the exception, the current one was fair and honorable, enforcing the laws that forced nobles to earn their positions.

The UNLV professors and administration were automatically minor nobles due to a contract between the crown and UNLV that granted the crown the right to use UNLV to defend the kingdom in case of war. The churches were granted a similar contract. High priests were their own form of nobles. Merchants and the Underground were loose partners in that the Merchant’s Guild had accepted the Underground as a piece of itself, wrapping it into their power base just to be able to compete with UNLV and the church. Nobility could be bought through the Merchant guild, who then had an agreement with whatever the current leader of the Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guild to share that power.

It was an interesting checks and balance system. Magicians getting uppity? The Underground would sell black market magic supplies and take a bite out of their bottom line until they fell back in line. Church trying to take over? The Underground would be commissioned to raid resurrection vaults, crippling the hold the church had over nobles who could afford to contract the services that kept the church from being too broke to be powerful.

As to who kept the Merchant Guild, and therefore the Underground, in check? That would be the king, who was the owner of all land and therefore the only one who could grant a business license or plot of land for that business. The king used the Merchant Guild to act as mommy to the constantly squabbling brothers of church and magic. UNLV treated the church like it was childishly holding to unscientific principles and the church responded by scoffing at ungodly magic as children playing with fire. The king solved the problem by making the church keep resurrection stones for UNLV staff and making UNLV pay a hefty sum for the service.

Intelligence +2

I walked out of the kitchen with a bowl of good stew, spoon halfway to my mouth as I noticed that my husband had started a conversation with the guards. I wasn’t alarmed, per se, but curiosity did have me crossing the pub to stand inconspicuously at his shoulder. Dom wasn’t normally a social person and I’d thought he’d kick back and listen rather than engage.

“I’m just saying that if it’s a familiar, it’ll disappear when his master calls it,” Dom was explaining, the cards in his hand and stack of coins in front of him a mere distraction from the conversation he was weaving.

“Poor thing,” Mack gave Terra a sympathetic pet and tossed a few coins into the kitty.

“Those magic people,” Tommy was hotter about the subject, throwing down his hand of cards in a fold. “They think they own everybody. This sweet cat is just another slave to that guy.”

“If I summon you right now, where would you appear?” I asked Terra silently, pretending to be more interested in my stew than the game or conversation.

“I can appear anywhere within five feet of you,” she answered, her head scanning her surroundings while appearing to lick at an itch on her back. “I can probably get under the table there and then blend into shadows, but not yet. Mack gives very good scritches.”

“I fold,” Dom threw down a hand containing two pair. It was a wonder what the new world had done for both our confidence levels. Dom’s shoulders were loose like he hadn’t a care in the world while he charmed these waking drones.

“Looks like it’s my night,” Mack grinned and took the pot, as Tommy gathered the cards for a new shuffle and deal.

I pulled the attention of a passing barmaid and declared, “A fresh set of mugs for our city guards here. On the house.”

Charm +1

“You own this place?” Mack gave me a suspicious look, but I just smiled. He was a cop and the nemesis engine liked to watch shows like CSI for inspiration.

“Yep,” I leaned against Dom to hide the fact that he grinned and shook his head. We didn’t have a lot of time to plot and share strategy, but he knew that I was working an angle.

“My wife, fellas,” Dom wrapped a possessive arm around my waist, and I leaned down to give him a kiss. It might have helped that leaning down showed a little cleavage, but that wasn’t my intent. Really.

Charm +2

“Ma’am,” Mack and Tommy dipped their heads while their eyes studied my face. I was flying on a bloody honeymoon high so they didn’t have a lot to read there in my face, but I could sense that their characters were becoming deeper and more aware as the program around us realized that they were becoming more significant characters in the story.

“New ownership,” I tilted my head at the bar. “I find it's beneficial to offer a few free meals and ales to our protectors. Consider yourselves comped.”

Bartering +2

Exp +20 (5,340/788,209)

Programming adjusted and things clicked into place. I was allowed to bribe people because I was a member of the Underground. The bribe was considered part of doing business, but that wasn’t why I did it. When a cop ate at your place, they tended to be more protective of it. More than that, the more I cozied up to the guards, the more they’d believe me over arrogant magicians.

Perception +1

Intelligence +2

“I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re going mad,” Dom suggested, sorting his new hand of cards.

“Who?” Mack asked, his mind adjusting to his new settings. I’d been an author in charge of the programming. Of course, I knew that close interaction with these guards would make them more aware.

“The magicians,” Dom explained, discarding two cards that Tommy replaced. “Just too full of themselves if you ask me.”

“That’s what I was saying,” Tommy agreed, doling a single card to Mack.

“You don’t have to go to their school to do magic,” I put in, and got a stare from Mack and Tommy. “They just want you to think that so they have a monopoly on it.”

“No way! Really?” Tommy almost didn’t trade out the three cards he wanted for his hand. Monopoly was a bad word in the Capital, at least to the little people without church or UNLV memberships. The church and UNLV were the Sneetches who fought over how many stars each of them were supposed to have to be in the popular group. I wasn’t an honor student because of a pretty face, folks. I studied. Maybe they should have been paying attention to what they’d been teaching me in those required classes.

“Nah,” I asserted, letting the barmaid set a few mugs around the table. “How would they be able to burn a person for illegal magic use if a regular person couldn’t pick it up themselves?”

“See?” Dom smacked the table lightly, tossing a coin into the pot. “Call. They just want to punish anyone not under their thumb.”

The guards had settled into the conversation and the card game, ignoring Terra for the moment, so I used the distraction to summon her. She faded away with a pathetic meow that almost had my face breaking to stay straight. Tommy nearly teared up at her disappearing Puss n Boots stare.

Will +2

“Poor thing,” Mack sent a sympathetic look at his partner.

“It’s not right,” Tommy muttered out, taking a good gulp of ale.

Dom just shook his head. I had to go back to the kitchen to keep from blowing our cover. I couldn’t keep it in.

Will -1

“She’s just too broken up by it,” I heard my husband explain my departure. “Her sister was burned for illegal magic use. Tragic. It wasn’t even true, really. All she could do was summon a familiar. The familiar died with her. Tragic.”

“Tragic,” the two guards echoed, and I spent some time whipping up a batch of hot wings to send out to the table. When had my husband become so charming? To other people? I’d always found him charming to me, but other people? He’d rather kill them than talk to them. I could only smile because I knew that this world, even with its horrific creator, was worth saving. There was no question that Dom and I would be living here when all was said and done, but didn’t others deserve a happy ending too?

Perception +1

Cooking +1

Exp +10 (5,350/788,209)

I’d already figured out how to break UNLV again. I’d already figured out how to defeat Fizzbarren. What I hadn’t figured out yet was how to offer this world to others. There had to be a morally ethical way to offer it to people who would bloom here, without stripping them of their individual right to live life how they chose. It was all a question of how to manipulate the mana in a way that it would sustain itself.

Intelligence +2

I mean, take you for example. You can’t tell me that you wouldn’t jump at a chance to dive into this kind of world. I’d take you in a second if I could. I know you’d make a great story under the right circumstances, and I’d do it for you, no problem. I’d make up a situation where you’d tackle something worth defeating, but it’s not just you, is it? How does one create a system that challenges people enough for a good story without taking people out of happy lives to relive trauma as Fizzbarren had done?

I let my mind settle into that next problem even as it wove the current drama into the result we needed. I’d figure it out. Hang in there.

            

    
        Ch 63 – You Can’t Kill the Dog

    
    
    
    
                Alma Greyn taught English. That hadn’t changed. The fact that we were in a different world and that the course was actually named The Morality of Magic Use did not alter the course content or Alma Greyn’s curriculum. She passed out syllabi, complete with the exact papers Kat had already written for her in the class she’d taken back in the old world. Greyn considered herself the hip professor who wove video game dynamics into her course materials.

I skimmed the page of assignments with their proposed timeline for the course and endured the peppy woman’s sickening suck-up routine. Welcome to the most insidious lie that exists. The assurance of an understanding and modern person who truly cares about her students. It was merely a thin veneer for a person who was so insecure with herself that she needed the kiss-up approval of students. When that image of the cool professor is dinged, she will turn on a dime and hang you.

I raised my hand.

“Yes,” Greyn gave an eager smile as she pointed at me.

“The syllabus says that we need to write a paper on the video game Among Us,” I pointed out. “We won’t have access to that game here.”

“There are copies of it in the library,” her eyes flickered with doubt and then steeled up.

I’d played the game in my old world and could have written the paper with no problem. It would have been easier to just allow her to remain in her delusion. It was just that this woman pissed me off horribly. She hadn’t come at me. I’d had previous credits in English, but Kat had been in this woman’s class. I’d told Kat to never believe that a professor was your friend.

“There aren’t copies of a video game in a library of this world,” I pressed the programming.

“There are,” she insisted. This was the problem with an inflexible mind that is convinced that it is flexible. I felt the world try and fail to accommodate this woman’s belief system.

Perception +1

“What’s a video game?” another student caught the idea.

Kat hadn’t listened to me. Alma Greyn had professed to be fair and available to help anyone at any time. Kat had turned in an idea for a paper, but it was so badly formatted that Alma Greyn had spent a few emails trying to kindly tell Kat that she needed to go to the writing center for a lot of help. Kat hadn’t been asking about the formatting. Kat had been asking about the content of the paper which flouted Greyn’s love of the game.

“You can ask the librarian,” Alma Greyn answered the student.

Kat didn’t like zombies. The Among Us mod that Alma Greyn had suggested for the paper was one with a zombie skin and Kat had been trying to write that the original game was better than the mod. Alma Greyn had ignored the idea that Kat was asking about content and been obviously appalled by Kat’s lack of correct paragraph structure.

“About video games?” I wasn’t giving up.

It had been a simple misunderstanding. By the time Kat had come to me with it, it was already fubar. I’d explained to Kat that she’d misunderstood Alma Greyn, who wasn’t complaining about content, but rather form. I’d told Kat to rewrite it the way I’d taught her to do. I was mad at Kat for having challenged an instructor after I’d warned her not to. Kat turned in another paper, fully formatted according to college standards, but had stubbornly insisted that making a zombie mod for the game was only an aesthetic change that didn’t add to the game’s value.

“I think we’ve exhausted this topic,” Alma gave us all stern looks.

I knew that look. It was the same look Alma had given us all when she’d insisted that Kat must have cheated on her new paper. Alma Greyn insisted that there was no way a student could go from writing something that almost didn’t have paragraphs to something that was perfectly formatted. She’d called for Kat to be kicked out of her class, and the full force of the Code of Conduct office was brought to bear on the matter. They all insisted that I must have written the paper, that I was a helicopter parent, that we were both cheating, and that Kat should be expelled from the college. Kat had been twelve at the time. It had been her first college class.

I hated Alma Greyn. We’d tried to get Kat into high school “for the experience,” but the high school district where we’d lived had insisted that she was too young and would have to be placed in junior high. After fighting for a few months, I looked up what it would take to go to college instead. Six months later, Kat had take college entrance exams that tested her straight into Calculus and English 102. I guess our homeschooling program had worked. Our local state college had accepted Kat as a freshman, but because I didn’t think that she was emotionally ready for college, I’d gone with her.

Alma Greyn’s class had been the only one we hadn’t taken together because Kat had come in as a Freshman where I’d been able to skip into Sophomore status. For four years after this incident, Kat had been terrified of doing something wrong and getting kicked out of college. We’d fought it, but it followed us everywhere. We had professors test us with monitored quizzes and tests, but there hung over us a stigma that they assumed we were cheating before we proved that we were not.

Kat had stuck out the class even though Greyn had refused to grade any of her papers above a C. No one would do anything about the prejudiced grading even after we’d gotten Kat tested for autism. Kat had said things the wrong way in the emails she and Greyn had exchanged. She’d sounded defiant and arrogant. Greyn had refused to talk to Kat about anything from that second week forward, referring every question through the Code of Conduct office.

“I hope you’re all looking forward to the fun we’re going to have this semester,” Alma Greyn was stating, her eyes glowing with the assertion that she was right no matter what.

I’m not Kat. If Kat had been there in that classroom, she’d have been shaking with terror at facing this woman again. You might be thinking that I’m just an overprotective mother who couldn’t let her kid make her own mistakes. Sure. Some readers might think that. We even have a review that insists that my daughter is insufferable. What my daughter is, is brilliantly autistic. That’s why I homeschooled. I didn’t want to run her ego through the vicious school system that had shredded me.

“Not likely,” I muttered just loud enough to be heard.

“Do we have a problem?” Alma Greyn’s stern gaze met my homicidal one and it is a testament to her idi-fucking-otic ego that she didn’t flinch.

“Yes,” I told her flatly, my eyes dead.

“Good,” she replied, her mind changing my answer to something she could accept.

I gave a very low chuckle that had a few other students sliding a few inches away from me on the hard wooden benches that lined the edge of a classroom that looked nothing like a college classroom. A fire pit sat in the middle of the room, a cauldron hanging over the pit. And still, this woman stood as if she had a blackboard at her back and chalk in her hand. The books in our hands were a weird version of the book she’d written and used as required reading material. I’d only been able to read a few chapters of what was more like a thesis than a textbook. There were three-page paragraphs that meandered all over the place trying to insist that video games were great ways to study human psychology. This textbook had looked like it’d been written by AI, purple prose so rampant as to make the material almost unreadable. And this was an English teacher?

Kat hadn’t even read her papers to me, because those were the rules of the code of conduct. I read the papers and Alma Greyn’s comments and grading of them after the fact, sending papers and grades all the way up to the Dean of Liberal Arts. Again and again, they dismissed us, as Kat became more and more despondent and paranoid. Kat had started to have panic attacks every time she had to write a paper. Any paper. We raged and then begged them to be fair. They were immovable.

Was it my fault for getting her into college so young? The content of the courses was easy, but the politics was demoralizing for me as an adult. It crushed Kat. She drew up into herself. I told her to drop the class, but she couldn’t stand the thought of having to take it again from some new professor who would just do that same thing. I stood by her, and never once did we cheat in any of our classes. We were a ready-made study group between us, but our papers were so very different and our writing styles so distinct that later professors didn’t question us for cheating the way Alma Greyn had.

I leaned back against the wall at our backs, crossing my arms over my chest. I might have to have my butt on this bench and attend this class, but if all went even a little well, this version of Alma Greyn wouldn’t live long enough to grade a paper that couldn’t be written on the material that didn’t exist in this world. The bravado that Kat had shown upon coming to this world had been a façade that I knew all too well. All that ego was a thin veneer over terror. Terror that had been grown in Alma Greyn’s classroom. It’s a very small way that Kat’s autism made her socially awkward, something that Alma Greyn didn’t care about at all.

All I cared to know about this woman was that she’d intentionally continued to try to crush Kat, knowing Kat was autistic, knowing that Kat had simply made a mistake, and even after Kat had apologized and proven that she was the one writing the papers. This woman had crushed a twelve-year-old autistic kid because Alma’s ego couldn’t accept any blame for the basic misunderstanding that Alma had blown out of proportion.

I understood the psychology of Alma’s mistake, but I also understood that Alma had had the backing of the whole college. Kat only had me. I’d been helpless to protect Kat and I’d failed to make any of it better. Maybe if you’d seen Kat’s hands shake as they hovered over her keyboard. Maybe if you’d spent four years nurturing a very insecure young storyteller only to have them crushed over this woman’s ego. If it was your kid.

Will +1

When this college had started their routine on me for my disabilities a year later, I’d thought I could make a difference. I’d thought that this time they’d gone too far. My physical disabilities were well documented, and surely they couldn’t deny me accommodations. They had. They’d done it to me just as they’d done it to Kat. I’d fought because of what they’d done to Kat because I thought this time, with the law on my side, I could win. It hadn’t worked out that way.

Reliving those college days in this world had my hands shaking. I had a fifty-some-year-old mind and ego that had been honed over years of adapting to a world that didn’t have a place for people like me no matter the laws that were supposed to protect us. I’d been trying to show my daughter how to stand in the face of adversity when my own mind had closed in on me and I’d blacked out in a hallway. Still, I’d thought for sure that this time my pain could be used for good in something they couldn’t deny.

Will +1

But they had denied it. They’d trumped up a dozen code of conduct violations, taken pot shots at my GPA, and they’d gotten away with it completely by the time I was graduating. I’d taken the heat because as long as they were going after me, they’d stopped going after Kat. At the time, I’d been looking at my life being mostly over and I was okay with falling on my blade if it meant Kat would survive the experience.

The pain of injustice is amplified in an autistic mind. This is something we can fight, but never win. Injustice in a neurotypical mind is something that can stir the blood, but it passes. In an autistic mind, it is crippling. We tend to look on the bright side of almost everything with a single-minded intensity, until we hit the wall of unfair. Then we crash with as much intensity as we sought out everything else.

This is where people run from the dirty truth of how hard it is to navigate in a world that doesn’t want us. When we are uplifting, Kat and I’s autism is almost invisible and easily passed off as us being a little quirky. When we finally relax enough or get tired enough to say something without scripts, the world notices that we are different. I didn’t look autistic any more than I look physically disabled. This new world might have healed my body of the crippling fatigue and pain, but it hadn’t changed how my mind thinks. If it had, I would never have had a mind that could defeat Fizzbarren.

At least there are a few people who can overlook our idiosyncrasies and enjoy us for who we really are inside. Those people get a glimpse behind our masks and scripts. They either love us or hate us for those glimpses. You did that. I explain our past now only to justify what I did to Alma Greyn. The world would see Alma Greyn as having made a tiny mistake that was understandable in the situation. My point is that the Alma Greyns of this world go on like they haven’t just destroyed a person. Make no mistake that she did destroy Kat. Just because Kat was strong enough to get back up again, doesn’t make that devastation justified or worth it or any less crippling. Kat got back up because I kept getting back up and she wanted to be as strong as me.

When a dog shits on the carpet, you have some tangible piece of shit to shove their nose in and show them what they did wrong. When Alma Greyn destroyed my daughter’s ego, I fixed it. I spent years gently helping that little girl get back up. Our whole family helped Kat and I get back up every time the college came back in to crush us further. They will want to take credit for our strength because they were our adversity, and they think a person cannot be strong without that kind of diversity. This is the last and most absurd fallacy that we, as human beings in a world full of asshole powerful people, have been brainwashed to accept. I’m here to say that we would be as strong if not stronger without their abuse, and I would go further to say that their abuse is never justified.

Will +2

I was supposed to sit here and gloss over how hard our lives were and make light of our diversity so that readers wouldn’t feel uncomfortable. According to my own rules, I was supposed to act like I have it all together. This is your fault actually. You. You know I’m talking about you. In this moment I both love and hate you. I love you because you kept reading even when things got a little rough here and there. I love you because you accept me and my family as human beings. And I love you for letting me open up and be real even as I hate you for the very same thing.

There is a rule in writing that your villains can only be punished if you have shown how they’ve earned their punishment. Readers, like you and like me, want to see justice and I think that’s because there is so little justice in our real worlds. In order for me to show you what I did to these people, I had to show you how they deserved it. To do that, I had to admit what they’ve done to me and to Kat. Only now can I get to the justice aspect of it and I can only mete out just enough justice to fit the crimes they’ve committed. So, I had to open all that shit up and let you see that something broke me and mine into little bitty pieces. I guess it helps that she kicked the dog, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

            

    
        Ch 64 – Criminally Good Cake

    
    
    
    
                Alma Greyn’s house had a lovely little basement.  It took us a week to dig out an extension of that basement complete with a hidden wall behind the wine cellar that was her pride and joy.  Dom had full command of the Underground.  While I was in classes, he and his Underground were busy building up the contacts necessary to pull off our ultimate plans.  Terra and Dom’s murder kept up the torment on our adversaries, even as his lower minions were punished with cellar-making activities.  Alma Greyn was left mostly untouched except that she’d found and befriended a slightly neurotic collie who liked to bark at all hours of the night.

“The king,” Dom said in his shorthand, handing the official scroll to me.

“We expected this,” I answered, opening the missive and reading it carefully.

Dom was being summoned to meet with the king.  “I hope you’re right.”

“There’s no reason it should be any different than last time,” I whispered the reassurance into Dom’s ear as I gave him a hug.

“Mmhm,” Dom grunted into my ear.

We stood in Alma Greyn’s new basement.  Satanic markings straight out of Supernatural were laid out on the floor and while they were strictly stupid fingerpainting, they were made of real blood.  When I say that they were stupid fingerpainting, I mean that the summoning circle contained no fewer than two tied tic-tac-toe games, a KISS tongue, four stick-figure cats on the four corners, and two Among Us imposters stabbing each other.  Only a complete demonology neophyte would believe that the symbols were real.  That was part of the point.

Mischief +3

Exp +30 (5,380/788,209)

I could hear Alma’s new dog barking at Terra, and Dom and I shared a devious smile as Alma screamed into the night for the “mutt” to shut up.  Alma was getting a bit short-tempered, even in class where she was still trying to be our cool professor even as none of the other students even knew half the references she made.  Sleep depravation dulled her charm by quite a bit.

“That’s my cue,” I told Dom, laying my head on his chest.

Dom was living in the Underground, but I had a curfew.  Guards had seen me leave on this free day for students, so I needed to be seen going back into the dorms before they shut the gates.  My visit to the library, where I loudly and insistently demanded access to the video game Among Us, had been enough for Burnt to have someone log my comings and goings from the college.  I had to go walk through the gate and up to my room.  Then I could climb out my window and rejoin Dom in time to meet with the king just after dusk.


“I could have you arrested,” the king was saying, but half my mind was still ruminating over a move three days beyond this one.  I thought I knew how this conversation would go.

The king had had us escorted into a very private chamber very near the dungeons.  It was as opulent as one could expect a king’s secret study to be.  The blackwood desk was imposingly large.  The painting of some previous king over a nearby fireplace was similarly intimidating.  The padded chairs we sat in were sufficiently luxurious that I itched to slip them into my inventory.

“But you won’t,” I said my line, Dom quiet at my elbow, which was how we’d planned it.

“I won’t?” the king raised an eyebrow at me.

“Take a cookie,” I suggested, shoving a plate of snickerdoodles across his desk.

Charm +1

“You seem rather glib about the whole concept,” the king took a proffered cookie, a sign that he wasn’t a complete idiot.  I liked the king.  I’d learned to respect him the last time I’d met him, but I had been appropriately terrified the first time this had happened.

“The cookies are from my bakery,” I informed the king, who was indulging himself with a bite of heaven.  I dipped into my inventory and pulled out a lovely pineapple upside-down cake.  “The cake is our specialty.”

“While I appreciate your attempt at bribery, I’ll not be swayed to overlook criminal behavior for such trivialities,” he admonished me with an indulgent smile.  The king was in his thirties and whomever Fizzbarren’s machine had based this man on, he was the only authority I respected in the entire game.

“Not bribery,” I laughed a little, cutting a piece of tart-sweet cake and sliding it onto a small plate.  I handed the plate, fork and cake across to the king as I explained.  “Though I respect the thought.  My bakery is only one of my holdings.  I also own a pub, a butcher, a few market stall spaces, and an adventurer’s shop.”

Charm +1

“I understand that,” the king waved a fork at me.  “Though I need to reprimand my own spies for they didn’t know of the market stalls.”

“I only procured them yesterday so you’re only a day out of date, sire,” I sat back in my chair, now trying to focus on the king.  It was hard though.  I was impatient to get our relationship back to what I’d known before. 

Charm +1

“I have no qualm with you or your placement with the Merchant’s Guild,” the king swung his intense gaze to Dom.  “It’s you who must explain to me your intentions in my kingdom.  You, Dom, have taken over a significant portion of the Underground both here in the Capital and in Siff.  Either of those things would have garnered my attention eventually, but to have performed this coup in less than a fortnight is a little too powerful for my comfort.”

Dom gave a negligent shrug but continued to let me talk.

“We understand that, sire,” I brought the king’s attention back to me, even as the man’s gruff gaze showed a hint of impatience at my doing so.  It just hurt that he didn’t remember me.  “Dom and I are married and therefore share all our holdings.  We were happy for the summons so that we could tell you in person that we have no designs on your throne.”

“That is oddly reassuring considering that I should not believe any of that, coming from thieves,” the king admonished, his bushy brows lowering.

“Entrepreneurs, sire,” I disagreed mildly, trying not to sound slick.  Just because I’d done this before didn’t mean that the king might judge us differently this time than he had when it was me alone the first time.  “And I assure you that we are loyal to you.”

Charm +1

“You haven’t even been in my kingdom more than a month.”  The king might have wanted to keep our meeting secret, but he was no fool.  The two guards behind him were an absurd level that ensured that Dom and I wouldn’t make a move against the king while here.  Trust would have to be earned.  “You appear from nowhere and have attained much in so little time.  Loyalty to me?  How is that possible?”

The script was different this time and I was becoming stymied by the differences.  The first time I’d been scared shitless.  His spies had dragged me to this chamber from the depths of the sewers where I’d been hiding from him.  Now I was treating him as if he should know me.  I had blundered because my thoughts were too far ahead of the game.  I schooled my expressions and redirected my thoughts to the here and now.  The problem was that the king had been my only ally in the game I’d played the first time, and I’d come to rely on that.  I needed to make him that friend again.

Perception +1

“I’m sorry, sire,” I lowered my head, opting for truth because of my respect for him, at least as much truth as I could share.  “I have known you before.  At least, I have known of you.  I come from a place where fairness and honor have no place in politics.  When I was escaping from that place, I studied the kingdoms around us and your kingdom most of all.”

“I am not the only one with spies,” the king’s suspicions were not even close to relieved, so I pressed on.

“I found your kingdom to be the most fair because you are a fair and honorable man,” I spread my hands.  “I admit that I could not wait to meet you, but Dom and I knew that meeting you would be near to impossible without some reason to garner your attention first.”

Charm +1

“You have my attention,” the king admitted, but his eyes were keen.  He would eat my cake, but it would not sway him from doing what he thought was necessary to protect his domain and I had to remember that he didn’t know me yet.

“Great!” I jumped into it, then pulled back a bit.  “I mean it, sire.  When we arrived, we were able to earn our monetary capital by raiding dungeons between Siff and Paragrol.  I admit we were single-minded, but only because we knew that your kingdom would reward hard work.  That is more rare than you might imagine.”

The king allowed us to talk.  I knew that to be a great strategy for him.  He’d taught me that.

“Dom and I only took over Siff’s underground because they had targeted our family,” I hedged on that one since there wasn’t anything in this timeline to support that.  “When we arrived in the capital, we were going to use our dungeon profits to invest in the path to nobility through the Merchant’s Guild, our initial intent to make our way here in our new land.  The Thieves’ and Assassins’ Guild was never going to allow us to get away with what we’d done in Siff though.  I admit we struck them first to keep them from dogging us along the way.”

“And your tutelage at the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue?” the king prodded, scooping another piece of cake into his mouth.

“When I was kidnapped by UNLV, and they separated us, we took them as our second target.  I could not rise in their ranks without absurd dedication of time, even though I already know more magic than many of the staff there, but they have wronged us and we intend to right that wrong,” I admitted, bluntly. 

“We do,” Dom asserted, entering the conversation only to lend weight to what I’d said.

“You admit to having taken over one established guild in my Capital and an intent to do battle with another one and expect me to believe that you have no ambition for my throne?” the king scoffed.

“We have told you our plans, plainly and without subterfuge,” I tried to regain command of things.  Why was this so hard this time?  “We’ve done that because we want you to be a part of this.  I’m doing this to serve you.”  I stumbled for how to explain something I couldn’t afford to explain.  I had trusted this king, both as a king and as a man.  “You say your spies are adequate, but the only reason they are only adequate is because you lost a few of them during our purge of the sewers.  The Underground is loyal to us and that is reason for you to distrust us, but I assure you that while they are loyal to us, we are loyal to you.”

“You barely know me,” the king got that stern look that tended to upset me, but I swallowed it down, searching my memory for something that could make this right.

Will +1

“But if I know more than I should, you’ll be suspicious of that,” I thought out loud, wondering if we would have to do it all again in another loop.  It wasn’t life or death but that was so much work to restart now.  “If I show that I know you, you’ll be suspicious.  What would assure you of our loyalty to you?”

Intelligence +1

“Not much, at this point,” the king admitted.

“Fine,” I blurted out.  “I know that UNLV and the church both annoy the crap out of you, and you wish you could break them both.  I know that you could break either one, but then the other would take over.  I know that you throw them against each other hoping that they’ll take each other out, but that it’s not working nearly as fast as you might want.”

“How do you know such things?” he asked, rising from his seat behind the desk.  The king’s eyes flitted back to where his guards stood.  I even knew that if they had not been the right guards, he’d have executed one or both to keep these secrets that I shouldn’t know.

“I know you,” I asserted, leaning forward in my chair and letting the king loom over me.  “And I know them.  They have abused their powers and while you must remain above reproach on your throne, even you cannot resist the idea that the Underground could do the dirty work for you.  That is why we are here and not in the dungeon already.”

The information hung in the air as Dom reached forward to calmly cut himself a piece of cake as if our whole future did not hang by a thread.  The king stood, paralyzed between his desire to do exactly what I suggested and having us publicly hung as traitors.  King Douglas Terrell was a fair and wise king whose popularity with the people kept him beloved.  If he were to devoid the land of both magic and religion, he’d lose it all.  We’d had long discussions by firelight in this very room about just that.

“And I will pledge to you, here and now, that we will serve you,” I swore, standing to hold out my hand to the man I respected.

“You don’t know me,” the king whispered, staring at my hand like it was a viper.


“That didn’t go quite as planned,” I lamented, the cell door banging shut behind us.

“Well,” Dom drawled out with a chuckle.

“How are you not mad at me?” I threw my shackled hands up and in a fit of ire, broke them.  My strength alone could bend the bars at this point.  I had enough locksmithing skill to pick the stupid locks.  Instead, I cast several clean spells and flopped onto the cell’s stone floor.

Strength +1

“What good would that do?” Dom chose to pick the crude locks on his own shackles.

I cocked my head at him and glared.  He knew I wasn’t mad at him.  That’s what ten years of marriage and raising a teenager together will do for you.  Well, those things and the fact that we spent a ton of time and effort working on our relationship.  There had been a time when Dom would not have been as laid back at the sight of my anger, and there had been a time that I would have misunderstood his tension as anger right back at me.  The fact that it had taken more than six months for Kat, smart as she is, to get the nerve to go above twelve miles per hour in a parking lot as she was learning to drive, was one of the things we’d fought over that had taught us that we weren’t mad at her or each other.  That kind of work.

“It would make me feel better,” I groused, but there was no heat in it.  I plopped my arm over my eyes and tried to think.

“And this,” Dom tapped my arm with a small rolled up piece of paper that looked like it had been torn off something bigger.

“What is it?” I asked, taking the paper and unrolling it.

“Trust me,” the note said in a quick scrawl that I knew to be the king’s handwriting.

“How?” I gasped out.  This shouldn’t be possible.

Dom answered with a shrug, “Slipped it into my hand with a cookie.”

“What the hell?” I gaped at the note.

I trusted the king I’d known, but if he didn’t know me, how was this possible?

I did what I do.  I used the night to cook and think.  I hadn’t used a god card.  I was saving my author mana for something else, something bigger.  I had half a mind to hit that button to rewind it all to the dungeons, but my heart ached at the idea of it.  My mind whipped through scenario possibilities even as I whipped batters and butters.  I was stuck on the idea that this scenario was impossible or at the very least extremely improbable.

Intelligence +3

Cooking +5

Exp +50 (5,430/788,209)

If I hit that rewind button now, everything that Dom knew about all this would be gone.  I’d learned to trust him in the dungeons.  I’d learned how he fought.  I felt I had a true partner at my back.  I didn’t want to lose all that like I had lost my friendship with the king.  It stung that the king hadn’t remembered making me his spymaster.  At least a third of this plan was his.  We’d laughed in that study of his over a very smooth brandy.

I’d replaced my cookie supply by the time someone came down the dungeon steps.  It really helped to have a moving van worth of stuff in my inventory.  Dom had helped, but neither of us wanted to talk about it.  One, we didn’t want to jinx it, but two, we also didn’t want to alert Fizzbarren with errant thoughts.

            

    
        Ch 65 – Do You Know Who I Am?

    
    
    
    
                We were eating breakfast of bacon, pancakes, and eggs at a nice but not too nice kitchen table when the king appeared at the cell door.  The door itself was cracked open and the dungeon was now cleaner than it had any right to be.  We might as well have been inviting the king into our cottage for as much as the dungeon looked like the dungeon it had been before.

“I thought I smelled bacon,” the king said, giving a big sniff.  “Is that maple syrup?”

“Yeah,” I answered, my face full of confusion even as the king sat in a chair that Dom produced out of his inventory.  It was maple syrup, as this world made syrup, in that you milked this particular syrup from domesticated fruit flies the size of cows.  I’d picked it up at the wharf, discarding the idea of buying a few of the fruit flies to give to Beryle’s growing cooperative.  Turned out, these flies ate something only grown in another kingdom with swamps.

“I apologize that it took me so long,” the king sat and dished himself up some pancakes.  “I did have to check your story out a little more.”

“Of course,” Dom nodded, passing the maple syrup.  They both ignored my stunned expression.  Maybe, after being around my crazy schemes so much, Dom could take all this with deft aplomb, but I wasn’t used to dealing with me-like plot twists.  I had plans and subplans.  I had sideline plans for offshoot blindsides. I feel like I should have planned for this.

“I have to admit that I’m gratified to have thrown you for as much of a loop as you did for me,” the king waved a forkful of pancakes at me.

“Okay,” I tried to school my expression into something less shocked and distrusting.  I didn’t succeed.

Charm +1

“I take it Cumbers provided you with the proper documentation?” Dom asked the king.

“He did,” the king nodded his head.

I wracked my brain for the name Cumbers.  I could have smacked my forehead and almost did.  Cumbers was Dom’s right-hand man.  Cumbers hadn’t been mine.  I hadn’t been able to turn Cumbers to my cause and had had to kill him.

Will +1

“Good,” Dom’s smug look was almost enough to make me smack him.  I imagined smashing Dom’s face in with a mallet, but Dom just smiled at the look on my face.  He knew my mood, but he must’ve thought it was worth it.  If Dom was playful, maybe we weren’t in the trouble my mind had imagined.

Will +1

“I have class in less than an hour,” I complained, stuffing pancakes into my mouth to hide my softening expression.

“That school,” the king muttered, setting down a forkful of egg.  “If you do have a good plan to take it out that doesn’t make the church take over the kingdom, I’m all ears.”

“We do,” Dom said, leaning back to wipe his mouth with a napkin that he then cleaned, careful to keep the spell away from the table and our dishes.  It wouldn’t do to clean up the dishes when we weren’t through eating.

“Bunch of pompous buffoons,” the king expressed himself as if he hadn’t just thrown us in a dungeon.  I wasn’t quite over it yet.  Dom sure seemed to be, though.  “They have declared that even I cannot cast magical spells without graduating from UNLV.”

“Jooooy,” Dom drawled.  I picked at my pancakes, trying not to sulk childishly.

“They graciously offered me a tutor who could stay at the castle with me during my education,” the king growled out, stabbing the last link of sausage from the plate that Dom had pushed away from himself.

Dom shook his head in sympathy, and I watched, helpless to whatever scheme they were hatching together.  I hadn’t felt like a simple woman since I’d entered this world until right then.  I was even working myself up into a head of steam that could only mess things up.  It was stupid.  I knew that, but I hated being talked over.  Dom cleared his throat almost nervously at a look at my face.

Will +1

“Cumbers is the king’s spymaster,” Dom told me and pieces I’d never had slid into place in the puzzle.  I’d killed Cumbers because he wouldn’t pledge loyalty to me over all others.  Dom had a different pledge of loyalty, and so Cumbers had been able to make the pledge.  I’d been surprised at the time, but now it made sense.  Dom only asked for loyalty that would never bring danger to Dom, me, or the Underground as long as we served the king.  I’d crafted the new loyalty pledge on the knowledge that we would eventually be loyal to the king.  I hadn’t known that the first time.

Intelligence +1

“Cumbers has told me enough,” the king nodded, pointing a finger at Dom.  “I have to admit that I almost killed him for disloyalty when he told me he had pledged to you.”

I’d only known that the king’s previous spymaster had died under mysterious circumstances.  That was why the king had been looking for a new spymaster.  When we’d talked the first time, I’d been a mouse compared to him with only two thirds of the Underground under my command.  I’d thought I was dead.  He’d surprised me then too.

“It was Karma’s pledge,” Dom redirected the king to me, and I felt my feathers unruffle a tiny bit.  “She really does have great admiration for you.”

“We are well-met Karma,” the king thrust a hand at me, and I shook it almost automatically.  “I think though, that maybe we have flummoxed your wife, Dom.”

“Much to my dismay, I assure you,” Dom mumbled, and another tiny chip came off my anger.

“With food this good, it is a wonder you ever let her out of the kitchen,” and I knew that the king had meant to flatter me, but it popped that chip right back up onto my shoulder.

“Let me?” I started, but Dom cut me off.

“She is the true mastermind,” Dom insisted, probably wanting to keep me from ripping his balls off in my mind.

“Aren’t they all,” the king admitted out of the side of his mouth.  Why had I liked him again?  “Please forgive me, Karma.  I’m quite giddy at the thought of this plan of yours.  Cumbers has whetted my appetite even more than your cooking.  Quite the brilliant mind and just what I have been looking for since that foul smell emerged from both church and school.”  Could a tiny flattery get me back on board with the king?  Well, yes, but mostly because it was the charm I remembered from before.


I made it to class on time, but only because the king gave me an escort back to UNLV.  It hadn’t mattered because I had a new code of conduct violation due to being off school grounds outside curfew and without checking out with the guards.  My punishment was the loss of the privilege of leaving school grounds for two weeks.  Burnt looked a bit frayed around the edges at my trial, which was the true punishment because it wasted precious time.  I could come and go at my whim without their supercilious permissions or lack thereof.

They’d had the nerve to tell me that even a summons of the king did not override their internal code of conduct.  Mages were held to higher standards than even the king.  I couldn’t wait to communicate to the king that they had used his upcoming tutelage as an example of how even the king had to follow UNLV rules.  I took solace in the bags under Angel’s eyes and the constant sniffling and red nose on Burnt.  I’d even offered to heal them, an offer they’d arrogantly turned down in favor of having already called a priest to make a house call.  It said something about how tired we all were that none of us noticed that I was using magic despite them having taken it from me.

Dom and I were inspecting the finishing touches on Alma’s basement when he caught me yawning.  Animal cages lined the walls, blood was spattered on the walls in true forensic glory, and a dog howled in the background.

“We should get a good night’s sleep before the main event,” Dom slid an arm around my waist and whispered into my hair.

Alma’s collie had a high-pitched yip that only got higher when taunted by an alley cat and a pair of crows.  It was making the animals in the cages nervous to the point that I could tell they weren’t going to remain quiet much longer.

“I don’t think that dog is going to wait,” I told Dom.

As if I’d cued it up in a movie, the dog gave a horrible howl and went silent.  My eyes met Dom’s and I blinked.  Alma had been going slowly mad from lack of sleep as the dog spent all night yipping at one of our familiars.  Her neighbors were less forgiving thanks to Alma having said that she’d kill them before she told her dog to shut up.  She hadn’t meant it as Alma was just as loud of the dog in the middle of the night when she yelled at it to shut up.  She would lock the dog in the cellar only to have one of our familiars let it out.

“Maybe not,” Dom’s eyes got concerned.  “We may need to send a heal at the dog.  She just stormed outside, grabbed it by the neck and slammed it into the kitchen.”

“Poor thing,” I said, but I knew that Dom would take care of the high-strung animal.  “How do I look?”

“Awful,” he growled into my hair.  “But I like the bracelets.”

He was referring to the shackles.  I was currently chained to the wall.  Oh, yeah.  And I looked just like Alma Greyn.  My disguise spell had gotten a workout and the result was being able to stunningly reproduce another person.

“The guard’s been alerted,” Dom warned me, probably passing on the information from one of his crows.

“You should go,” I whispered back.

“I’ll be right on the other side of the wall,” he breathed at me, and my breath quickened.

“Go,” I urged him, trying to get into my role.

Dom left reluctantly.  The next hour was a clusterfuck of crazy.  It started with, “Ma’am, is that your dog?” escalated to “Did you hurt this dog?” and was punctuated by the dog’s pathetic whimpers that were actually just some mimicry that Dom’s crows threw in for fun.  Don’t worry.  We’d healed the dog, and it was sleeping peacefully through this while Malice mimicked all the whimpering.  That was when the silence spell on the basement faded slowly out.  We’d been practicing with that one too.  Animal noises came alive around me as the “trapped” familiars found their voices, including Dom’s Spite who egged them on with more mimicry.

“What’s that sound?” I imagined hearing the guards say as I slumped in my chains, followed by, “Did you hear that?” and “Is that coming from the basement?”

“It’s just a wine cellar,” I could hear Alma’s high-pitched voice break through the animal whining and whimpering.

There were three rats squeaking, four birds squawking, a dozen cats howling, a handful of dogs whining, one racoon, and two ferrets rattling cages.  Our Underground denizens had really liked the quests we’d given them, especially the ones with Summon Witch’s Familiar scrolls as rewards.  We’d tested their loyalties and rewarded those willing to really work for our cause.  Spite cawed louder when we could hear Alma screaming from the cellar next door.

“You can’t do this!  This is an outrage!  Do you know who I am?”

They knew who she was.  We’d been feeding those guards & others more than free dinners and ale at our pub.  All these guards knew Alma Greyn, Fillibuster Burnt, and Angel Hammock.  Over the past week, the three of them had been the source of countless disturbances in their neighborhoods.  The Underground had taken up our gaslighting efforts, spreading them around to a few more officials of UNLV.  Every guard in the Capital was lamenting over these noble asses and their idi-fucking-otic antics.  They were good and fed up by the time they ignored the woman’s pleas and burst through a hidden door behind the wine racks.  How had they known about it?  Whispers and rumors leaked out in poker games or over late-night or early morning pastries.

I gave a melodramatic moan as the guards squeezed through the opening and let my head hang so that my hair covered my face, a face that looked exactly like the shocked Alma as she squeezed in behind them.  I could watch the scene through my vision spells even as I kept my face covered with blood-encrusted hair.

Skill Learned: Acting

Exp +20 (5,450/788,209)

“What is this?” I barely heard one of the guards say before Alma screamed like a hysterical teenager who’s dropped her make-up in the mud.

“Help me,” I ground out, my voice hoarse and pitiful at the same time.  “Please.”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,460/788,209)

I felt the gentle hands of the guard push the dark matted hair out of my face.  “What the?” he breathed out and I held back a chuckle.  I needed that acting class for this one.  What I wanted to do was howl with laughter, but instead I flinched from his hands.

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,480/788,209)

“No more,” I panted and sobbed out pleas that didn’t even form words.  I thought of all the times they’d ground my spirit beneath their heels, and I whimpered.  I thought of all the times Kat had cried in heaving sobs, thinking she was nothing because of their hubris, and I sobbed.  I let it overtake me in hysterics I’d have never allowed myself to feel.

Acting +3

Exp +30 (5,510/788,209)

“Method acting gone bad,” Terra quipped in my mind, but I ignored her and indulged my self-pity even as I wailed out a panicked script.

Will +1

“It’s her,” I panted out, letting my eyes go wide.  “Don’t let her touch me.  She’s not me!  I’m me!  She’s an imposter!  Help me.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,530/788,209)

The guards turned to the woman who wasn’t realizing that she wasn’t the victim.  The real Alma’s eyes couldn’t stop sliding from cage to cage even as she kept babbling incoherently.  I can’t say I blamed her.  She would recognize each of the animals.  We’d papered her street and the streets of her cohorts with posters of missing animals, each with one of these familiars’ faces lovingly sketched onto them.  I had a drawing skill and an artist profession now.

“How did she capture familiars?” one guard asked the other.  They had been patrolling this area so they too had seen all the posters appearing bit by bit over the past week. 

“It’s warded!” I pointed to the floor, wishing they would think to unchain me.  “The ward on the floor keeps them and me in.  Please get me out of here.  She’s crazy.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,550/788,209)

They both looked back at the woman blubbering at the entrance, her eyes wide with shock and confusion, and it wasn’t hard to believe what I was saying.

“The key,” I panted.  “It’s in her robe pocket!  Go get it.  Please get it and let me out before she gets you too.”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,560/788,209)

That galvanized the poor guards.  I’d be sure to give them extra wings when this was done.  Even they were not immune to the scene of familiar-stealing, blood-splattered, demon-summoning-circled, magic-gone-wrong lunacy.  The guards weren’t simple drones anymore.  After a week of being exposed to the main characters of the story, these guards were as close to people as the engine could make.

They found the key in her pocket, one of them having to hold her arms so that she would let them search her.  Of course they did.  Those ferrets had sidled right out of that cage and deposited that key there mere moments before, having already returned to their cage to rattle some more.  Those were Cumber’s ferrets and he’d been working with them all week to do it.  He and the king, who were getting a blow-by-blow of the whole things from those two ferrets, were likely rolling in their chairs laughing over it.  I, however, had to keep my wits.  I wasn’t done.

Will +1

“That isn’t me,” I grabbed at guards I’d played poker with the week before. 

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,580/788,209)

Only then did they start to notice that Alma and I looked very much alike.  Eyes widened.  Necks snapped back and forth like a ping-pong match at double speed as they compared my filthy, blood drooling face to her pale, horror-contorted one.

“Ma’am?” the poor guards’ programming tried to catch up.

“She’s been pretending to be me!” I declared and Alma’s eyes entered a new level of shock.  The guards weren’t the only ones having trouble keeping up.

Acting +1

Exp +20 (5,590/788,209)

“Ma’am?” came the other guard this time.

“She’s been sacrificing familiars to keep my face and infiltrate the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue!” I proclaimed and finally Alma found words.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,600/788,209)

“This is ludicrous!” and I was impressed that she found such a big word with her poor little brain melting out her ears.

“Quick!  Help me dispel this.”  I grabbed a nearby blood-smeared rag that we’d placed there just for this, and I scrubbed at the dried blood on the floor that made up the comical demon-summoning circle.  “We have to free the poor familiars.  Then you’ll see.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,620/788,209)

This was the hard part.  There was no way we knew of to make Alma’s face look like anyone else’s.  I cast a few sparks, threw my hands up with a cry of dismay and let my disguise smear. 

Disguise +2

Exp +20 (5,640/788,209)

“No, no, no,” I chanted out, darting my gaze from Alma’s blooming anger and my own arms.  “It’s backfired.”  The problem was that I needed to drop the previous disguise and replace it with the new one.  The good news was that the new spell was drastically easier than the previous one.  “At least the familiars are released,” I breathed out, pointing at the cages where the animals were being summoned back to their homes.

Acting +3

Exp +30 (5,670/788,209)

“You!” she screeched at me, pointing.  I was kind of glad she’d seen my face.  “Arrest her!”

“No, please,” I begged the guards who were our stunned audience.  Now I just needed a really good luck roll.  Had the guards seen me?  It had been a risk to know them so well that maybe they’d recognize me, but I’d hoped the disappearing animals would distract them.  “You have to believe me.”

Luck +2

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,690/788,209)

A big burly arm over my shoulder let me know that I’d won.  “We’ve got you,” the guard said, and then gave a horrified gasp at my face.

“What?” I asked and rushed to a nearby, expertly placed, wall mirror where I gazed on what had horrified the guard.  I finally smiled, knowing it wouldn’t show right. 

My eyes were where my mouth should have been.  My mouth was sideways along my left hairline and my nose practically dripped off my chin.  My smile looked like a bear had roared inside out.  I could have laughed.  

Will +1

“Get that thing out of my house!” Alma declared and I couldn’t believe that the arrogance still saturated her manner and mentality.

Two sets of hostile eyes turned in her direction, and I was lifted protectively into big guard arms. 

“This is a matter for the king,” the one who held me ground out through clenched teeth.

“Absolutely,” the other responded, striding purposefully toward Alma.

“Fine, as long as this is cleaned up and out of my house,” Alma misunderstood even as the second guard grabbed both her arms and perp-marched her up the stairs.  “What are you doing?  Do you know who I am?”

“Does anyone?” I whispered and my guard held me just a little closer.  I rewarded him with soft little sobs into his shoulder.  Those college theater classes really were paying off.  I guess my old college did teach me something.  You think you’re never going to use algebra until that day you have to figure out how to do your taxes, and you think college electives are just for fun until most of them suck the fun out the very things that were supposed to help you let off steam.  Theater had been different.  I’d actually liked it.

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,710/788,209)

            

    
        Ch 66 – I’ve Been Working on the Railroad

    
    
    
    
                Go figure, one cannot be arrested and brought before the king on the same day. It’s dramatic and moves the story along, but it’s just not reasonable. It also didn’t fit our plan. With Alma Greyn simmering in the dungeon, we were able to lay down some more tracks on the railroading we’d planned for UNLV. Rumors flew, but the commonality was that Alma Greyn and her doppelganger were being held in the dungeon while an investigation was being made. Most people thought that it was a little unfair to the real Alma Greyn, but the story of her deformity was bolstered by the rumor that she was being examined by experts for a cure. This also served us as it totally pissed off both the church and college. Since neither had been called, they each assumed that the other had been.

“Class is cancelled for the week?” one of the students read the notice on our classroom door.

“The notice says that we are still supposed to show up just in case the trial concludes early,” another remarked.

“So, we just show up to class to see if it’s on or not?” I put in, passing out cookies. What? The doppelganger was locked in a tower room under the care of experts. I didn’t have to stay there. Besides, how would that look that I disappeared at the same time as the doppelganger? Be reasonable. The cookies were oatmeal today.

“What about the quiz?” someone mumbled around a bite of sweet, chewy oatmeal.

“The one about the psychological significance of the colors people choose for their Among Us avatars?” I asked.

“I spent three hours reading the chapter on how imposters are more likely found out if they wear hats or choose lime as their color,” a student complained.

“Lime does seem to stand out more,” I nodded as if the conversation wasn’t as inane as the chapters I hadn’t bothered to read. “I prefer maroon.”

Charm +1

“Do you think boxes hide the colors too much?”

“What about the goggles?”

This is college, folks. The students sat around debating whether the text specifically favored certain colors or outfits for recognition purposes. Could you blame them? We had a five-thousand-word paper on the subject due in two weeks. I couldn’t make this shit up. Sucking the fun out of everything you could possibly enjoy. Considering that these students didn’t even have the ability to play the game, they had to rely on the sparse pictures in the textbook to make judgement calls that would determine whether they agreed with the professor or not. If they agreed, they got good grades. If they didn’t, their grade was knocked down a grade. Well, unless that student sucked up particularly well.

I tucked the cleaned plate into my inventory and left, shaking my head. Why do people rationalize this idiocy? I’ve actually heard a seemingly rational person justify the class content with the following logic. It doesn’t matter what subject you write about since you’re supposed to be learning how to write. Therefore, you might as well choose class content based on something students can enjoy writing about. If you bought that as an excuse for studying game theory in an English class, consider yourself brainwashed, because it uses fallacies that are specifically taught in the general education requirement of Philosophy. I, personally, don’t understand how a student can take both classes and not see through the fallacies, but then I think of how I left those students debating the colors of imposters as if it was the difference between the Dean’s list and flunking out. They’re right, but it’s a sad commentary on what is supposed to be higher education.

Intelligence +1

So think about it. If we could use any subject to teach writing of papers, why aren’t we using current events and applying critical thinking to those events to elevate a student’s awareness as well as just teaching how to write a paper? If psychology classes aren’t enough to prepare a student for becoming a counselor, have we, maybe, wasted the chance to teach something of significance that could have helped more to prepare? A practical application of symbolic logic to what is spit out by spin doctors for the political arena would be a blast. Practicing the art of presenting two diverse viewpoints in order to then parse the truth from spin would be an invaluable skill for any student, whether they’re engineers or trophy wives. Did you know that you can complete all pre-med coursework and still have a bachelor’s degree in philosophy?

Teaching +1

Exp +10 (5,720/788,209)

I’ll bet you didn’t know that you could get a medical degree in psychiatry and only take less than four psychology classes. I did the plot for it and was shocked enough to put it on Facebook. Dom’s mother, a lawyer who is entrenched in the status quo and in love with college as a way to get ahead in life, assured me that it wasn’t true. Entrance to medical school doesn’t specify any certain degree, and general education requirements only require a single psychology class. The medical degree itself only has one class in psychology. Residency only requires a single rotation in psychology. I’m not kidding. It’s broke, man. Just broke.

Teaching +1

Exp +10 (5,730/788,209)

I slipped up to my room and out my window, Terra catching up to me on the roof. She’d been sunning herself. I’d put in my appearance at school, so I could now get caught up on business. The bakery was my first stop because, well, cinnamon rolls. That and Dom was meeting me there for breakfast. Dom spent his mornings at the bakery and his evenings in the pub, both of which were doing very well as news spread of new recipes.

“I need another five scrolls of Disguise, if you don’t mind,” Dom licked the frosting from his thumb as he caught me up.

“No worries,” I leaned over his table to give him a kiss hello and used the action to steal his next cinnamon roll.

Dexterity +1

“Hey!” he protested with a grin. “Get your own! They’re charging me for them.”

“If they didn’t, I’d be out of business in a week,” I held the cinnamon roll out of his reach playfully.

Flirting +1

Exp +10 (5,740/788,209)

“Fine,” he leaned back, and I was charmed by the sparkle of play in his eyes.

“Burnt has fired another whole houseful of staff,” Dom informed me. I took my stack of paper and began my work around bites of cinnamon roll. I might have gotten some cinnamon icing on the new Disguise scrolls, but I doubted anyone would mind. “I’m running out of new people to throw at the job, so we’re using Disguise to put old people in.”

“You think he’d notice a repeat?” I snarked, charging another scroll. “They are only servants, so he probably doesn’t even look at them when he hires them.”

“You have a point,” Dom took each scroll as I charged it, rolling them carefully. “But it’s an excuse to get those Disguise spells up in levels.”

“The king sends information,” Terra gave Dom’s leg a bat to get him to summon her so that we could share the information silently. Terra was one of the rare familiars who could speak in clear sentences. She’d been going back and forth to the castle to get updates. That is not to say that she walked. The king now had a spell book with several spells including Summon Witch’s Familiar. He hadn’t been able to get the shared headspace that Dom and I shared with Terra, but he could talk out loud to her and have her return to me, which is to say that she called me to summon her.

“The church has sent an official offer to assist in Alma’s deformity,” Terra told us in our shared link. “The college has sent a similar offer, but the king is offended by them both.”

“So the rumors worked,” Dom nodded, tying a ribbon on another scroll. It said something that we were making the scrolls in the public dining area of the bakery. Customers filed by, some of them gossiping staff from the college, but they were so interested in each other that they didn’t often notice the crime being committed only a few feet from where they stood in line. I’d worried about it at first, but Dom and I had become a little blasé about it, given our status with the king. This is a lot like saying, it could be worse. Just thinking these things of course triggered some notice of our deeds.

“Did you see that?” One of those people whispered behind their hand. “They’re making scrolls.”

“Isn’t that against the rules?” their line-mate asked, and I could have smacked myself for getting too comfortable.

“Wedding invitations,” Dom waved one of the scrolls at the woman who had noticed us.

Two sets of brows creased over their noses as they considered the explanation. It had worked before. Dom gave a charming smile that could only be the result of his climbing charm stat because he hadn’t ever been that charming before.

“We have to wait for school break, but we want to get our invitations out early so all our friends can come,” I smiled at the gossipy women, striving for the same charm as Dom but coming off a little more bitter and sarcastic than I’d intended. Honestly, I just hadn’t thought they’d notice snark.

Charm +1

“Oh, well, congratulations,” the first woman said, and I thought I recognized her as one of the philosophy professors.

“Yes,” the other woman agreed, turning from our beaming smiles.

Dom resummoned Terra so we could continue our conversation.

“Nosy biddies,” Terra groused, and the sparkle of mirth in my eyes only made the two women turn away with rolling eyes. How silly is it that two people in love can cause such a reaction.

“The king?” I prodded Terra, who was eying the skirts of those women like she wanted to shred their hems.

“Can you believe they let a cat in here?” the first one said just a little too loudly.

“Burnt says he’s being tormented by a cat, poor thing,” the second one said, but the snicker under her breath said something else.

Perception +1

“You shouldn’t joke,” the first woman admonished, but she was also taking pleasure in the man’s pain. “He’s allergic.”

“Oh, I know!” the second one failed to hold back a chuckle. “He tells us all every day!”

That’s where I recognized her from. The first woman was a professor in the liberal arts department but the second one was Burnt’s secretary.

“He had to say something,” the first teased back. “He comes in looking like Rudolf the red-nosed reindeer!”

“More like Adolf,” I said just a little too loud. “Hitler.”

They pretended not to hear me, but their judgy mouths thinned as if I was going to be reprimanded by their petty snippery.

“The king told UNLV that he’d contracted someone very high up, and that it has to be kept very private,” Terra informed us, as I got up to slip behind the service counter. 

Mischief +1

Exp +10 (5,750/788,209)

“That had to burn their butts,” Dom said, watching me as I whispered to the gal behind the counter.

“Worse,” Terra snickered and if you’ve never heard a cat snicker, you are missing out. “They are now convinced that someone high up in the college is secretly a favorite of the king.”

“How do you know that?” Dom asked Terra as I slid back into my place at our table with a cat-that-swallowed-the-canary look on my face.

“The ferrets,” Terra answered. Cumbers had worked hard to get pretty clear information from his familiars. He was also the only one to have gotten two of them so far other than Dom. Most drones didn’t work as hard to increase their skills quickly without quests like the servants at Burnt’s house to motivate them. “But it’s better than that. Cumbers and the ferrets have slipped it out that different high-level administrators are the favorites.”

“We should up the ante on that one,” Dom told us, but half my attention was on the college women who were almost to the counter by now. “Darling, do you think you could slip in and out of the college as a few of the upper-ups tonight and tomorrow night?”

“Sure,” I answered automatically, but I was aware of what he was getting at. If I disguised myself as some of the higher administrators as I came and went from the college in the night, it would get around that they were slipping out for something worthy of rumors. “I might as well do some good with my comings and goings.”

“I can do the same near the churches,” Dom suggested, watching the front counter even as we plotted in our mental link.

“Be careful with that,” I told Dom, turning to him with concern at the thought of him being too near the churches. We really weren’t ready to take on a god.

“I will,” he took my hand and squeezed it gently.

“What do you mean they are three gold each?” the first gossipy professor demanded. “The sign says they are a silver!”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the server gave a nonchalant shrug. “The owner has specified that if you want her cinnamon rolls, you two will have to pay a premium.”

“That’s absurd,” and it would have been except that they weren’t in our old world, and I wasn’t required by law to serve everyone equally any more than the college was required to pay for kidnapping me. “I want to see your boss.”

“She’s at the table over there,” the server pointed helpfully at me and Dom who were smiling and waving at the woman.

“Ha, ha!” the secretary woman called out to us. “Funny. She’s just a student and a problem one at that. She isn’t the owner of this bakery.”

“I don’t find it funny,” the professor gave a snobby look at the server who was confused by their statement. “I demand that you give me my pastry, or I shall report this to the authorities.”

“We’re important mages from the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue,” the secretary insisted, her voice raised over the hum of other people who had stopped to stare at the complaining women. “We’ll have your license revoked.”

“Actually,” I stood to face the woman. “I own several establishments and my license is through the Merchant’s Guild. So, you are free to take your complaint to them.”

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (5,760/788,209)

The Underground and the Merchant’s Guild were buddies. When Dom had taken over the Underground, he’d also taken over the contract for protection that the Merchant Guild paid the Underground to upkeep. Only merchants who were not part of the Merchant’s Guild and/or didn’t pay their dues were robbed by the Underground. For the dues-paying members of the guild, the Underground would protect them from rogue thieves who bucked the system. It was a model based on mob protection rackets, but with us being prominent members of the Underground, we were well protected by both the Underground and the Merchant’s Guild.

“I’ll take it up with Juby at the next Merchant’s Guild meeting,” Dom purred out, leaning back in his chair with a predatory look on his face.

This completely confused the two women who were still thinking that they lived in a world where complaints from important people like them could tank a business. This world didn’t have Yelp. The complaint department didn’t care about their magic or position at the college. In fact, the Merchant’s Guild didn’t take kindly to high-handed college staff trying to bully their businesses.

“I’ll take it up with whatever boss you have!” Burnt’s secretary fumed. “And I’ll take this matter up with Dr. Burnt as soon as we return to the college. Mages, even problem student mages, are held to a higher standard than the average merchant.”

“I look forward to my next code of conduct violation,” I smiled, but it was true. Just as they had no power over what I did as a merchant, I had no power to stop their code of conduct violations.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (5,770/788,209)

“I would suggest all you other customers take a stand as well,” the professor announced to the crowd of gawkers. “Report this incident to the Merchant’s Guild today and you will have done a favor to the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue.”

“Ooooh,” I taunted, uncaring of whatever sanctions they’d impose next. “I’ll offer a free cupcake to anyone who will report these women of the college as having caused a ridiculous scene in my bakery.”

Several patrons raised their hands. More importantly, two of Dom’s men appeared at the door of the bakery. They looked exactly like the thugs that they were supposed to be. Scrolls were produced, and patrons traded their written testimonies for luscious happy-face frosted cupcakes. The two thugs loomed over the women who, while they tried to push themselves out our door, ended up signing apologies and glowing reviews before being allowed to pass by our thugs.

“Is there a problem here?” a passing guard eyed the disappearing gossips as the crowd of people dispersed with their cupcakes.

“Can you believe they wanted free cinnamon rolls just because they were mages at the college?” I asserted to my buddy guard. He’d played poker with Dom just the night before. Those free meals for guards were working out just fine.

Charm +1

“Hubris,” the guard nodded a friendly greeting to our thugs as they left with their own free products. “It’s like you said. They think they own the world because they have the corner on magic.”

“They accused us of making scrolls in the dining room,” Dom handed the guard a cup of hot chocolate, our newest treat in the bakery. “Then they said they’d say the scrolls were wedding invitations if we gave them free food.”

“Extortion,” the guard took the cup with one hand, but waved over a fellow guard with another. “Like we wouldn’t know you two have been married for weeks. They just think we’ll overlook facts because they’re mages. I know you merchants tend to take care of your own problems, but the king has been trying to tighten down on this kind of corruption lately.”

“Yeah?” another guard took another cup of cocoa from Dom and let his eyes find where his boss was pointing.

“Take a couple of guards and arrest those two for extortion,” my buddy guard told him.

“Take my cocoa?” the second guard handed his cocoa to my buddy.

“I’ll keep it safe for you,” my buddy guard grinned, making the second guard pause with a pout.

“I’ll have the girls make sure you get a nice hot cup when you get back,” I reassured the second guard with a smile.

Charm +2

With that, Burnt’s secretary was arrested at the gates of the college before she was able to get to Burnt for that new code of conduct violation. Yes, I lied. Yes, I used my power unscrupulously. On the flip side, since spinning the message is more important than a practical use of symbolic logic, that’s okay, right? Rumors of the incident flew around the city like wildfire. Why? Because the spin was that the pompous Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue was finally getting their comeuppance from regular people fighting against their supposed omnipotence. If I was a real jerk, instead of a person trying to right the wrongs of those who’d written themselves as the heroes of their stories, this might be an antihero moment.

            

    
        Ch 67 – The Trial of Alma Greyn

    
    
    
    
                By the time the trial actually happened, rumors and public opinion toward UNLV was at an all-time low. Considering that the college had only existed in the Capital for a little over a month, two weeks of which Dom and I had been systematically dismantling its reputation, that wasn’t as satisfying to me as maybe having found a single reporter in Vegas who would have taken on the college with my real story.

“Order!” the king’s scepter smacked the marble floor at the foot of his throne, grabbing the crowd’s attention. The real Alma Greyn knelt beside me on that very hard marble floor twenty feet from the throne. I, of course, sported my swirling facial features, but Alma’s clothes had been a little worse for wear until I’d cast a clean and repair on them. Now she looked like the haughty bitch she was with her flowing nightgown outfit that left little to the imagination. It had been what she was wearing that night, so it was what she wore now.

Disguise +1

Mischief +1

Exp +20 (5,790/788,209)

The crowd quieted under the king’s stern gaze.

“We are here to hear testimony from these two women and any witnesses that are willing to come forward on the case of the stolen familiars, stolen identity, kidnapping, and illegal magic use,” the king proclaimed. “Alma Greyn, come forward and state your case.”

“Yes, sire,” I made to rise just as Alma surged to her feet.

“That is not Alma Greyn,” Alma shouted above the confusion. “I am Alma Greyn and I will speak for myself.”

I did my job. I flinched away from the woman’s flinging arms, turning my face so that the crowd could see the grotesque image. Crowd sees woman with a healthy face terrorize a whimpering one. Check.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,800/788,209)

“We are here to determine just which one of you is the real Alma,” the king reprimanded the standing woman, whose face turned red and splotched.

“Ask my colleagues,” she waved her hand at the handful of UNLV staff who had come for the show. “They know me. This is me.”

“Is that alright with you?” the king asked my cowering form in a soft, kind voice.

I nodded mutely and timidly, clutching my fingers in my lap and fitfully twisting the soiled garments I’d been wearing when chained to the wall.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,810/788,209)

“Are there any mages who would stand and discern the differences in these women?” the king called into the gallery. The official throne room was huge with row after row of padded benches that were packed with local nobles. The lower ranks, including Dom, who was leaning casually against a pillar near the front, were squished into every other open space. If there had been a fire, we’d have all died, the fire code limit of people that would have been in our old world more than tripled with this crowd. It looked like a mosh pit more than a courtroom crowd, but that worked in my favor.

Two professors stood at once, spent a moment graciously offering the other first say, and then resulted in a man I knew to be a close friend of Alma’s in the old world. I really didn’t know how all this would play out. I’d done it totally differently the first time. Deals had been made in private chambers after mass destruction had left the nobility with little choice but to replace the college staff with my handpicked minions. But why dominate the same way twice? One, that would be boring, but also, I’d learned I couldn’t count on that sort of thing. The king’s reaction to me and Dom had taught me that I couldn’t rely on my knowledge of a previous loop to discern what might happen this time around. So I’d stacked the deck in a different scenario, but had I stacked it enough?

Luck +1

“Would you say that you know the real Alma Greyn well enough to discern her from a fake?” the king asked the man.

“I am Dr. Hurlfurl, a professor of symbolic logic at the Universal Neophyte Leveling Venue,” the old coot was one step from get-off-my-lawn-ville, which is to say that he ran his symbolic logic class with dogmatic forward movement and was about to retire so he didn’t care if anyone liked him or not. “I know Alma Greyn as well as any of us, I suppose.”

“Russ, thank God,” Alma turned to the stern face, and I only flinched slightly at the invocation she didn’t realize she’d made. “Tell these people the truth.”

“The truth, dear woman, shall reveal itself,” the stern Dr. Hurlfurl stated without emotion. The chosen professors were meant to unravel my lies, and I could feel Fizzbarren’s hand in the professors that sat as witnesses. Could Fizzbarren use up some mana and destroy the whole plot? Perhaps, but Fizzbarren arrogantly believed in his machine’s ability to write a story, not just humiliate me. As long as my antics provided that story, I was hoping Fizzbarren would opt for allowing the story to unfold.

“What?” the shock on Alma Greyn’s face almost made me snicker, but even if I did, the twisted facial features wouldn’t reveal any intended expression. My nose was hanging out near where my eyebrows would have met, which might be close but it was upside down.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,820/788,209)

“I have prepared a list of questions that the true Alma Greyn should be able to answer quite easily,” Hurlfurl addressed the king rather than Alma, pulling out a scroll that probably contained his list.

“Fine,” Alma’s chin rose, and her lips pursed. “I can answer anything on there.”

“We had lunch recently,” Hurlfurl’s raised eyebrows reminded me of flapping pigeon wings. “What day was it and what did we eat?”

“We ate lunch together at the alumni picnic on Wednesday where I ate an egg sandwich, and I believe you had pastrami,” Alma nearly crowed, sure she’d cleared herself.

“And you, young lady?” Hurlfurl directed the question at me. “Is she correct?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I admitted in a small voice and there were gasps that I had to let die down before I continued. “I was chained up in my basement for the past four weeks by this woman who looks like I used to look.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,840/788,209)

The clamor that pulsed through the gallery was nothing compared to the very flummoxed look on Hurlfurl’s face. Of course, none of his questions dated to a time before four weeks because they hadn’t been in this world before then. Their carefully prepared exposé was useless.

“Do you have any questions from before that time?” the king asked Hurlfurl and the question hung in the air like a bomb as people poked at the spell in their minds.

Perception +1

“I know that Dr. Hurlfurl had a dog when he was younger,” I spoke up. “His son was in the military during the war and his knee still ails him once in a while when the weather is wet.”

Don’t ask how I knew these things about my old professors. Let’s just say that I was easy to talk to. We could also say that Dom paid well for information about them. Between the two, we knew more than enough personal details to pass this test of theirs. We’d just had to discard the details from the past four weeks.

“I also know that Dr. Shamsky and her assistant Brian Taverpi are having an affair,” I blurted out. “All the staff knows about it but won’t admit it. Brian filed a harassment suit, but it was dismissed and Dr. Shamsky was promoted to the head of her department. How could I know that if I wasn’t staff?”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (5,850/788,209)

A half dozen shocked pairs of eyes were glued to my swirling face. This was only one secret that the staff didn’t think got leaked to the students. People talk. I tended to blend into the woodwork when my face didn’t make me look like a total freak. I could see their minds whirl. Dr. Shamsky wasn’t one of those in attendance and Brian had never come over to this world, having been dismissed for downsizing reasons, but I could tell I’d hit a nerve.

Perception +1

Luck +1

“Dr. Surgio and lab coordinator Joshua Dunes have doctored student exams, covering for each other to try to flunk students they don’t like,” I started, causing Josh Dunes to surge to his feet.

“We are convinced,” Dr. Surgio pushed her way toward the front, trying to get Dunes to sit back down as she did it. “The true Alma Greyn is on her knees and has suffered enough at the hands of this imposter.”

“Are these claims of tampering true?” the king turned his attention to Dr. Surgio.

“Of course not,” Dr. Surgio claimed, smiling her most subduing expression.

“Then this is not the correct Alma?” the king pointed to me.

“No!” came Dunes' denial, even as several of his colleagues shushed him.

“I am the real Alma,” Alma asserted into the chaos. “I would never expose potentially scandalous college business in such a public forum.”

“You are saying that these claims of test tampering are true?” the king pressed, acting very confused.

“No,” came several denials from UNLV staff, who were more apparent now that they were cooperatively protesting. There were more than twenty different tones, so many of the college had shown up.

Luck +1

“These are internal matters,” Hurlfurl tried to break in with logic. “I assure you that the college will look into these claims and apply the appropriate punishment to those involved.”

I searched the crowd for Burnt or Hammock. I needed them involved in this.

“I’m not sure these are internal matters,” the king insisted as I found Burnt sitting behind Dunes with his hand on the young man’s shoulder, whispering in his ear.

Perception +1

Luck +1

“I’m sorry, sire,” I got clumsily to my bare feet that were newly encrusted with what little vile sewage grime we could find after several clean quests. “I should not have told college secrets, but,” and I turned my plea directly to Burnt, “surely you must know me now, Dr. Burnt. You told me to keep my mouth shut but I didn’t think anyone would believe me.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,870/788,209)

“I would have kept my mouth shut,” the real Alma tossed into the confusion, but almost no one heard her.

“I didn’t tell them about you being in the basement with us, but I will if you don’t clear this up!” I wailed at both Burnt and Hammock who was two rows further back with her arms crossed. “I swear I’ll tell them all about you and Hammock and the dark rituals!”

Acting +3

Exp +30 (5,900/788,209)

Hammock took the bait, surging to her feet, hands on her hips. “That is quite enough. I won’t be made a fool of by what is probably some failed student who doesn’t like the grades she’s gotten from a professor.”

Luck +1

“This is hardly the forum for a prank gone very very wrong,” Burnt stood to lend his weight to the arguments being wildly thrown around. Jackpot. “Can I suggest, sire, that we retire to somewhere more private where we can mete out an appropriate punishment or maybe some counseling for what is obviously a very sick young person.”

Luck +2

I broke down in sobs. “I can’t believe you’re leaving me to the dogs!”

Acting +3

Exp +30 (5,930/788,209)

“I’m very disturbed by all this,” the king said, sitting back in his throne as if unsure how to proceed. I was pretty sure that his shoulders were shaking with repressed laughter. “Imposters and stolen familiars is looking more and more like the tip of the iceberg than the actual problem. I’m not inclined to try to hide such behavior in what is supposed to be a place instilling morals on young minds.”

“This is all smoke and mirrors, sire,” Burnt insisted, his arms spreading wide. “It is meant to cause doubt on our fine institution. Let us retire to privacy before this reckless damage goes too far.”

“Stealing and kidnapping are hardly reckless accusations,” the king pointed out, not falling for Burnt’s twisted wording.

Luck +1

“You can’t steal someone’s familiar anyway,” Hammock inserted. “It is only those who are uneducated in magic who would believe such a thing.” Get them to insult the king. Check.

Luck +1

“That’s what I thought when they stormed my house, sire,” and my comment stilled more than half the room while enraging the other half. They’d all been waiting for this explanation.

“Absurd,” Burnt scoffed at us, but the king rapped his scepter on the floor to stop the interrupters.

“Please explain,” the king said kindly to me, then sent a warning glare at the rest of the room. “I’ll hear the words from the mouth of the woman that you all admitted is the real Alma Greyn.” Have it accepted as fact that I was the true Alma Greyn. Check.

Luck +1

“I don’t admit that at all,” Hammock dared to speak. Half-checked? Good enough, we’d just railroad the rest of that point home next.

“I’ll send the next interrupter to the dungeon for the night,” the king pointed his staff-like scepter at Hammock, who sat down in a huff. “Go ahead,” he said to me. Check.

Luck +1

“Two mages that I thought I knew and trusted came to my house for dinner supposedly to discuss what classes I would be doing this term,” I explained to the hushed room. I shook from the nerves of so many eyes on me, but it only added to my aura of brokenness, so I didn’t shut it down. “The moment I’d let them into my house, they wrested my spell book from me and bound my magic like I was some errant student. I was furious, but my magic just wouldn’t work so I couldn’t defend myself.

“I called my familiar to me, but they just laughed and shoved my beloved dog into a cage. I had thought it was impossible, but they used my familiar to make it look like she was me,” I insisted over Alma’s muttering that she didn’t even have a familiar.

Acting +4

Exp +40 (5,970/788,209)

“Who did?” the king asked.

“I’m afraid to say, sire,” I trembled on cue.

Acting +2

Exp +20 (5,990/788,209)

“As long as you tell me their names, I can protect you,” he insisted.

I shook my head mutely, darting fearful glances back at Hammock and Burnt. Check.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (6,000/788,209)

“Tell me the rest then,” the king’s tone became more stern as he too leveled his gaze at the two we all knew I was targeting. People sitting next to Hammock slid an inch away from her, but she rolled her eyes at them. Remember how they’d made up whatever story they wanted to make me come to heel at the old world’s college? Remember how they’d trumped up charges against me for years? Good.

“They chained me to the basement wall and closed it up so no one would find me,” I warmed up to my tale and tried to tell it carefully. “They painted demon symbols on the floor, which the guards saw when they found me.”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (6,010/788,209)

“Are those guards here?” the king asked, just as my two saviors stepped forward with affirming nods. “Go on.”

Luck +1

“They tried to talk me into joining them that first night, but when I refused, they said they’d just steal my magic and do it anyway. They intended to summon a demon to attack the church and take it over so that they would be the only power in the kingdom. They stole the familiars to suck the magic from their owners and feed it into the summoning circle. They were so close. Once the demon took over the church, they were going to de-de-de-throne you and take over the kingdom with them as the new leaders of both the church and college.”

Acting +3

Exp +30 (6,040/788,209)

I broke down into tears. “You don’t know the horrible things they did to me. Every night, my sweet familiar would escape their cages and go out to our yard. I could hear him barking and barking all night long. She would kick him and drag him back in only for him to escape again and bark for help.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (6,060/788,209)

“We have been called to the residence many times for a disturbance,” the guard admitted when called forward by the king, his partner nodding in assent. “We just thought the woman had a loud dog. We asked her to keep him under control, but she would just shout at us that she was a powerful mage and could do as she pleased.”

“We’d gotten some intel that it was maybe more than the issue of a dog out of control,” the second guard told the king. “That was why we went there that night. The dog in question was collapsed in a heap on the floor and we worried that maybe it was dead when we heard more animal noises coming from the basement.”

“We investigated and found this demon circle and more than thirty animals in cages,” the first took over the story. “This brave woman was in chains and clearly had been beaten near to death. She directed us to where this other woman had the key to her chains, and we released her.”

“You didn’t think it might be dangerous to release this woman?” the king asked, pointing at me.

“No, sire,” the first guard chuckled at the thought. “She was barely alive, and slumped almost helplessly into our arms when we released her. She still found the courage and strength to grab a nearby rag and scrub at the markings on the floor.”

“What happened next?” the king asked the second guard to continue.

“The animals in the cages disappeared,” the second guard complied.

“They returned to their magic-users,” I explained. “The familiars were trapped by the very spell that was summoning the demon. The strength of those familiars as well as their magic-users were being drained into the summoning circle, but the magic-users must have summoned them at some point to try to retrieve them.”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (6,070788,209)

“We saw posters of missing familiars going up all over the neighborhood,” the first guard shrugged. “We kept an eye out for them, but we didn’t see any pets around that neighborhood except for that woman’s loud dog.”

“We’re really sorry that we didn’t investigate further, sooner,” the second guard directed the comment at me.

“I’m just glad that you caught all this in time,” I rushed to reassure him. “I’ve seen summoning circles like this but only in our deepest archives. That demon would have done far more damage than they had bargained for. It was sheer hubris for them to think they could control it enough to make it do their bidding. I’m ashamed of them for trying.”

Acting +3

Exp +30 (6,100/788,209)

“This is beyond ridiculous, sire!” Hammock burst out, only to be summarily taken to the dungeon for the rest of the trial. Check. I got one of them.

Luck +2

“These are serious claims,” the king stated over the crowd as it came to order again. “Is there any further proof that you can give us?”

“I can summon my familiar,” I offered after feigning some deep thought. “Then you’d know that it was my dog that was making all the racket in an effort to warn us of the plot against the throne.”

“Where is the dog now?” the king asked the nearby guards.

“We had it healed up and then housed it in the royal kennels,” the guard remarked. The dog wasn’t there anymore, but let me assure you that it is happy and healthy in a good home much closer to Siff than the capital. I’m not a monster.

“Why haven’t you summoned it before now?” Alma tried to poke the hole in my story. “If it’s your familiar, you could have summoned it at any time.”

Luck +1

“Because you have my spell book,” I stated, glad that she’d set it up so perfectly.

The shock on her face did some wonderful things to my heart.

“Hand over the spell book,” the king commanded Alma, who only had her own spell book.

“It’s my spell book, not hers,” Alma protested, fear finally entering her eyes.

“Then she shouldn’t be able to use it,” Hurlfurl pointed out what they all believed.

“I’ll be helpless without it,” Alma sputtered.

“Like I was?” I challenged her.

Acting +1

Subtlety +1

Exp +20 (6,120/788,209)

Alma reluctantly handed her spell book to Hurlfurl who then handed it to me. The real Alma turned furious eyes on all of her colleagues, betrayal being a new feeling for the woman. I took the spell book and you know how I’d recently learned to cast two different spells at the same time? I used that. Remember when they tried to block my spells by taking my spell book and casting a binding spell on me? I learned that and used it too. What goes around comes around.

Duel Spell Wielding +2

Exp +20 (6,140/788,209)

Terra appeared beside me just as every spell was erased from Alma’s spell book. Terra didn’t look like Terra. Terra looked like a slightly misshapen collie complete with a high-pitched yip that actually came from nearby Spite because Terra had never managed to imitate it as well as Dom’s crows.

“Alma Greyn,” the king pronounced, standing to add weight to the proclamation, “I hereby convict you of crimes against the crown.”

Luck +2

The announcement was met with a clamor that nearly shook the marble tiles out of the floor. In the confusion of a lot of noise that was amplified by Dom’s most trusted men and their familiars, the real Alma Greyn disappeared into our clutches. Obtain the real Alma Greyn’s body. Almost check.

            

    
        Ch 68 – Machinations

    
    
    
    
                One might ask why we went to so much trouble. It’s all about the rules of this particular engagement. Fizzbarren had stacked the deck against me with the following rules. One, the Nemesis Engine requires an epic defeat. Two, the church would resurrect anyone we just killed outright. Three, someone convicted of a crime would have their resurrection services denied by the church. Four, we didn’t want to take on Fizzbarren, at least not while he was in his god form. The fourth variable is what forced us into these dramatic machinations instead of an upfront fight. We’d needed to get several key college personnel convicted of crimes so that we were free to kill or defeat them without church involvement. Could we have broken into the church to steal or break the resurrection stones? No! Fizzbarren would have had a free hand to punish us for blasphemy. When Fizzbarren finally became my last nemesis, we needed him be forced to fight us as a fellow player, not a god.

Intelligence +2

The first domino, Alma Greyn, was the key to the rest. In the pandemonium of the trial, we’d kidnapped Alma and hidden her in the sewer, a part we hadn’t cleaned. Once the king declared her a fugitive and criminal, the church had been happy to dissolve her resurrection stone. The instant Cumbers sent word that the resurrection stone for Alma Greyn had been destroyed, we’d slit her throat in a quick death. What? Without magic, but more importantly without the power of her position at the college, Alma Greyn was a very easy kill, not even worth detailing.

The trick of Alma Greyn was that we needed her body. When Dom and I killed things, the bodies dissolved but only upon looting them. I didn’t figure Alma had much on her, but the rest of that problem was that anyone could loot her body if they waited twenty-four hours, so even if we didn’t loot it, the body could easily be dissolved if not used fast enough. I was a little peeved that I hadn’t been the one to figure out this tangle, but Dom was so proud of himself that I couldn’t deny him his victory. We’d tested it on a random mob weeks ago, and I’d been giddy with our cleverness as this last piece fell into the plan. We’d preserved the body.

Preserve +1

Exp +10 (6,150/788,209)

Alma Greyn’s body was now in several useful pieces. Once I’d practiced my anatomy skills by dissecting her corpse, we had heart and liver in separate containers, as well as the torso separated from her head and limbs. Gruesome, yes. Also, just a little fun. They had done away with cadavers in our pre-med anatomy class, so this was my first time using these skills on a real body instead of a computer simulation. Nothing beats hands-on experience.

Skill Learned: Anatomy 

Exp +20 (6,170/788,209)

“Remind me not to piss you off,” Dom stepped back to admire my work. The torso had been flayed and redressed in her bloody nightgown, the one she’d been wearing at the trial. I suppose, without CSI to make sure, it would be hard to discern this torso from any other, but we’d used the real one just in case.

“Back at ya, babe,” I winked at Dom, careful to direct my clean spell only to my sticky hands and not on the huge pike where the torso was stuck like a giant skewer.

Flirting +1

Exp +10 (6,180/788,209)

Don’t worry. The old Alma Greyn would be returned to our old world, none the wiser for her experience here. Maybe she’d be left with a bad dream to remember us by, but unfortunately her attitude was no better for it all. I might be capable of bloodthirsty displays that probably would have shocked your favorite horror author, but it wasn’t in me to stand as judge, jury, and executioner in any real sense outside the game world. I will admit that knowing I could undo it all once I defeated Fizzbarren made me capable of despicable feats this time around. Between that knowledge and Dom’s lack of guilt over any of it, I was able to shrug off any disgust at myself or my deeds.

The stake was smack dab in the middle of Alma Greyn’s front yard, so we could only admire our work from the shadows of midnight wanderings. Dom’s crows barely managed to resist pecking at the drooling meat, so he’d sent them to watch the residences of our other victims. Terra, in her alley cat form, was keeping watch for a passing patrol and I could feel her lazily cleaning herself in the shadows down the street.

“I do still have class in the morning,” I gave my mouth a twist. “I want to watch the fireworks, but I should be at Alma’s class when they announce all this.”

“Relax,” Dom draped an arm over my shoulder. “I have a present for you.”

“What?” I perked up like a kid.

Dom just smiled and handed me a scroll. I unrolled it eagerly. It was new magic for me.

Spell Learned: Cup of Joe

Exp +30 (6,210/788,209)

“Where did you find this?” I focused on the unfamiliar magic and let the spell soak into me and my spell book. I wasn’t used to using scrolls to find new spells. After all the scrolls and magic I’d made and distributed into the market, I hadn’t found anything to expand my spells that I didn’t create myself by squishing my previous spells together.

“I might have led a small group to raid the vaults of the college,” Dom admitted, a smug smile on his lips that made my stomach slide in a funny but good way.

“They burned the vaults rather than let me take them over,” I whispered in awe, a tiny part of me a little disappointed that this was all he’d found that I didn’t have. It was a good spell, and I’d take advantage of it, but only one spell was unique enough to add to my list? That just wasn’t satisfying. “I’d thought there would be more.”

“There was,” Dom’s lips twitched. “But you’ll have to wait for the rest.”

“What?” I said a bit too loud, and Dom cast a quick Silence spell in a nice donut shape around us so that the sound wouldn’t echo down the street.

“One a day,” Dom raised his eyebrows over dancing eyes.

“You’re kidding,” I shrugged off his arm and turned to face him, hands on my hips, my temper rising in a way I felt only he could really get to.

“Yeah,” he bopped my nose as my eyes widened. “I’m kidding.”

Dom produced a small crate of spell scrolls between us, and my anger sputtered abruptly to a stop. I would have dug into the whole crate right then, but Terra gave a signal that had me dumping the crate into my inventory with a giddy huff. There were dozens of spell scrolls. It was the repository of the college’s spell collection, something they doled out in miserly handfuls for piles of gold a piece. I’d never had access to it. Somehow or another Fizzbarren had always managed to destroy it before I could get my hands on it. That didn’t mean I didn’t elbow Dom in the ribs for the teasing as the guards strolled around the corner with Terra on their heels.

“Holy gods,” Mack, one of my favorite guards, breathed out at the horrific scene in front of him. His partner for the night turned to wretch into a nearby shrub, making me itch to cast a Clean on it. I resisted, scanning our handiwork again.

“Maybe we overdid it?” I whispered to Dom, who was just grinning maliciously.

There are a little over fifteen feet of intestines in the human body. That was plenty to hack into huge letters that spelled out the word “traitor.” That’s over two feet per letter! It helped that we’d used blood to plaster it up diagonally over the front door and nearby windows. I’d just looked at it as a chance to decorate for Halloween, something I had missed in my years in the game world. The letter i was dotted with a single eyeball. Terra’s idea. The great kabob of torso was like an exclamation point if you were looking at it from the correct angle. The rest of the house was painted with “demonic” symbols, and it was all lit by a pair of bonfires that were fueled by Alma’s furniture. Don’t worry. I doused the nearby houses with enough water to resist the flame of the bonfires. The bonfires were just lighting.

Mischief +10

Exp +100 (6,310/788,209)

Dom shook his head at me and stepped out of the shadows. He stood there only long enough to make sure the guards saw his face and then dashed off into the night. Well, it wasn’t Dom’s face. It was Burnt’s face. I stepped out wearing Hammock’s face and ran in another direction. We kept the guards just behind us until we rounded the corners of Burnt and Hammock’s houses, then dropped our Disguises and blended right back into the shadows.

Mischief +3

Exp +30 (6,340/788,209)

“What is the meaning of this?!” Hammock’s shrill voice broke the peace of halfway to dawn almost more competently than Alma’s collie.

It was dark. She’d just been woken from a pretty deep sleep and, considering that it was the first night in a long while that we’d allowed the cat urine smell to remain cleaned up, it was understandable that she was too tired to notice what she looked like standing there in her own doorway. Angel Hammock was drenched in blood that was sprinkled liberally with soot and ashes. The lamplight near her home lit her up like she was center stage.

Mischief +1

Exp +10 (6,350/788,209)

Whistles cut the night air, waking neighbors who rubbed sleep out of their eyes to goggle at the college administrators who were being held by several guards. When I stepped out of the shadows again, it was as a very respectably dressed merchant noble that was favored by the guards. I offered my magical services to the guards before it even occurred to Angel Hammock that she should fight all this. Using the same spells they’d used on me, I stole her spell book and bound her magic.

“Thanks,” Mack told me, slapping shackles on Angel as she stood in frozen shock, staring at me.

“The Underground is happy to lend a hand,” I tipped Beau’s old hat at Mack. Dom was having a similar conversation with Tommy at Burnt’s house. “I’m just glad our sources at the college were able to root out the truth from the rumors.”

“Did we get Burnt too?” Mack asked me, handing a magically silent Hammock off to Simon, another guard I’d gotten to know by name over poker and hot wings. Yep, our Silence spells had leveled up with all this use and we could apply them to larger or smaller areas, like someone’s foul mouth.

“Sure did,” I told him, ignoring Hammock. “Dom’s wrapped him up for the king as well. I heard Tommy lost his dinner? Was it really that bad?”

“Tommy was holding it together until he saw one of the rats poke a head out of the chest cavity,” Mack murmured to me, giving an involuntary shudder. What? They’d volunteered, and while Dom’s crows might have been too conspicuous, a few rats wouldn’t have been identified as our minions’ familiars.

“Poor Tommy,” I commiserated in a conspiratorial tone.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (6,360/788,209)

“The king is grateful for your and Dom’s help in unearthing this whole thing,” Mack waved a hand around.

“Mack!” came a call from inside the house where Simon had gone to look around.

“Yeah!” Mack called back, as Simon poked his head out the front door.

“We got more body parts!” Simon hollered and I could have kissed him as I noticed the growing crowd wince. “In the kitchen!”

“No kidding?” Mack turned to follow Simon back inside.

An hour later, as dawn cracked the night open to the gore of our Halloween celebration, the king himself rode up on horseback. He’d been prepared for the early morning, but he played his part as well as we did, hurriedly sliding off his mount near Mack and me. Several guards held back a decent crowd that had gathered from many areas as rumors were hot enough to wake curious drones. King Douglas was dressed in what looked like a hastily-thrown-on overcoat, half-buckled boots, and tilted crown on a mop of unruly black hair. The king’s appearance brought more of a crowd, several guards and nobles on horseback, all a little green around the gills.

“I’ve just come from the main house,” the king stated, as if the star of the show had finally arrived. I didn’t begrudge him his spotlight, but I had to press my lips together not to smile. “Alma’s house is a disgrace! We want that cleaned up immediately!”

“Yes, sire,” I stepped up to him, dipping a brief bow that he waved off. “I can have my people clean it up within the hour.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (6,380/788,209)

“Send whomever you need, but I want you here, Karma,” the king commanded, and it was done. I sent Terra to tell Dom to send in the cleaners. “Explain to me what I’m seeing!” The king knew, but this was to spread the tale with the spin we wanted. There was plenty of crowd to seed the newest scandal to every corner of the Capital by the time folks finished their morning juice.

“It is as foul as we could have expected from these fiends, sire,” I projected my voice over the king and crowd as I’d been taught to do in theater class. “In a fury at being exposed, Fillibuster Burnt, Angel Hammock, and several other college officials murdered the fake and real Alma Greyns. The macabre message to others who might betray them is what you saw at Alma’s residence, and here within their walls, there is more evidence of body parts being cut up in kitchens for what we believe to be a cannibalistic demon-summoning ring.”

Acting +2

Exp +20 (6,400/788,209)

Yeah, it’s a little cliché. I mean really, the satanic panic went out of style in the eighties in our old world, but this world hadn’t seen it. By making it just a tiny bit trite, I’d hoped to deny Fizzbarren just a few author mana points as the story hit its epic climax. I just resented the idea that Fizzbarren was benefiting in any way from all these machinations.

“Do we think there are more of these ringleaders in the college?” the king demanded, doing a bang-up job of pretentious posing.

“I would be sure of it, sire,” I scratched my head pretending to think. “We could mobilize the Underground with the city guard to search the homes of college nobles. It’ll be a long night, but even the Underground cannot stand by while satanists are plaguing our city. I’m just glad we could steal enough spells to negate their magic.”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (6,410/788,209)

“The city and the crown are both glad that we could cooperate to break the monopoly on magic that the college used to think themselves above the law,” the king placed a hand on my shoulder. “It is good to know that the Underground is ready to serve the crown when the chips are down.”

“The Underground is grateful to the crown for trusting our sources and letting us infiltrate the college,” I replied, trying for a modest look. “We may not always be on the right side of the letter of the law, but when push comes to shove, we serve the crown as loyally as the next citizen.”

Acting +1

Exp +10 (6,420/788,209)

“You’ve served us better this night than the college,” the king allowed his concern to be seen by turning in a full circle.

“No one is above treason,” I bowed to him again and we ended our performance so that the king could do an encore at Dom’s location.

Subtlety +1

Exp +10 (6,430/788,209)

            

    
        Ch 69 – Nemesis Defeated

    
    
    
    
                It’s a testament to Fizzbarren’s stubborn pride that we did not trigger the completion of my nemesis quest over the next week of mopping up. That click, click, clicking that you’re hearing in your head is the sound of dominoes falling in a well-designed pattern that spelled out the word revenge. I wasn’t surprised at the delayed gratification. I was grateful for it. I needed time to memorize and practice a lot of new spells. Even the king agreed to drag out the mop-up procedures once he understood what we’d be up against next.

We “found” body parts in most of the higher ups of the college including all the deans and the president of the school, who had stood there and kept asking for a lawyer like they existed in this world. The heart had been in Burnt’s kitchen, half-sliced up as if for steaks next to a sweet bowl of teriyaki marinade. The liver had been stewing in a batch of beautifully caramelized onions in Hammock’s oven. The president had been caught breakfasting on sausage that his kitchen staff admitted to making from a special leg meat we could all assume was from Alma’s corpse even if it wasn’t. The Underground consisted of hundreds of relatively low-level thieves that now had profession levels in every servant role we could place them in.

“You could cycle your guards through stable and kitchen duty as punishments,” I was suggesting to the king as we walked castle corridors to the throne room. “Or you could encourage hobbies with subsidies so they could gain levels there. Either way, you’d be bolstering their health and mana with extra levels.”

Intelligence +1

“We need our guards and army to be able to dominate in health, at least,” the king nodded, brushing crumbs from our recent breakfast from his formal robes.

“And now that you’ll have magicians in the army ranks, we can make sure that our borders remain as secure as our interior,” I agreed, automatically walking us through a wall of my Clean spell and touching up my hair with a little Glamour magic. “We just need to make sure that the magicians train with the army so we aren’t bumbling over each other.”

“That is music to my ears,” the king smacked my back jovially. “The college had insisted that they didn’t need the practice and would only work with the army in case of war.”

We paused at the door to the throne room as the king checked his appearance in a mirror behind the door. I gave him another bow and left to go to where I would enter the room. I met Dom around the corner, glad that the king had the pomp and circumstance all wrapped up in neat little bows. I straightened my own formal attire. I’d splurged at a very nice tailor in the noble district for brand new clothes that were princely. The king had suggested a dress, but I’d balked and he’d sent me to his own tailor for noble attire that didn’t look like it came from a vampire’s closet.

“You look fine,” Dom tugged at one of the strings that hung from the poofy sleeves.

“I haven’t been this nervous since I walked across the stage to get my diploma,” I admitted, because it was him and I could admit it with him.

“You earned it then and you’ve earned this now,” Dom kissed me on the forehead, and I leaned into him.

“Thanks,” I mumbled into his shoulder. “I still feel like they’re going to snatch it out of my hands at the very last instant.”

Dom gave a wry chuckle, “Your mind.” What he meant in that little shortcut phrase was a commentary on how my, as he termed it, fascinating mind could imagine defeat at the very moment of my success. Yeah, that was me.

The truth was that I’d given Fizzbarren’s story just enough to force him to allow it to come to a satisfying conclusion. Fizzbarren’s book went on for pages and pages on the pomp and circumstances of the dismantling of UNLV. All magic users, students and staff, had been stripped of their spell books and basically set back to level one, at least in their ability to use magic. They had player levels at thirty and they kept all their skills, but they’d been issued two new spells and banished from the kingdom. The spells were the level one version of Clean and Repair. They were restarting with more health and mana than I’d had when I’d started in this world. Priests had healed them of most of their ailments except for their age, but I figured they had enough wealth and stuff in their inventories to land okay out there. That ceremony had been completed last week.

Considering that I had liked some of the professors I’d had, the punishment might have been a little harsh, but I had another nemesis quest to complete after this one, and I couldn’t afford to have enemies close at hand that Fizzbarren could use against me. We very thoroughly cleaned house in that area. There was no one left from the college in this kingdom. We’d teleported each and every staff member of UNLV to the very edge of the kingdom, the limit of the teleport spell that had been one of the stash Dom had gotten for me. The ones that we’d swept up in the cannibalistic satanic panic case were escorted by the king’s guards with great ceremony. The rest had disappeared at the hands of the Underground.

The roar of the crowd in the throne room announced the king’s entrance behind me. It wouldn’t be long now. I buried my head in Dom’s shoulder and wrapped around him, not caring if it mussed me up. I was more terrified now than I’d been against the fire elementals in the Eroomtsim dungeon. The cusp of victory churned my stomach like I’d eaten raw fish that wasn’t meant to be sushi. Dom let me hold on for only a minute, then turned me toward the doorway.

Constitution +1

I didn’t get the standing ovation that the king had gotten but my appearance wasn’t overlooked either. I’d been so used to being invisible. My nerves jangled. I was much more used to being on the cusp of victory only to have it dashed out from under me. Fizzbarren could pull any number of tricks on me at this point. He had god cards in his pocket. I squashed that thought.

Will +1

“Karma,” the king called from the throne. “Come forward.”

I strode like a bride down the main aisle toward the dais upon which the throne and king stood, giving what I hoped looked like a humble wave to the clapping crowd. The king stood and I turned to face a crowd that didn’t upset me. I’d never had stage fright, per se. My nerves were based on a certainty that this too would be snatched from me.

Acting +1

Exp +10 (3,149,134/5,985,462)

“Karma,” the king announced in the speech he hadn’t let me help plan. “You have more than fulfilled the requirements for nobility in our kingdom. You own six businesses and are acknowledged by the Merchant’s Guild with the title of Landowner. You have served the crown by uncovering a plot of treason and helping to root out every rotted limb of that conspiracy. Either one of these things would have fulfilled the requirements in our kingdom for the title and privileges of noble, therefore I hereby grant you the title of Noble of the Realm.”

The titles were racking up and I liked it. They each came with not only ranks, but privileges and duties. As a Landowner, I was granted the right to those pretty little cash register counters that the Merchant’s Guild had used in Chester’s and Mabel’s establishments. I caught Lily’s eye in the crowd. Dom had personally teleported our friends from our original village which now had the status of village, complete with the name Karmical in honor of, well, me. I’d tried to talk Lily and Chester into moving to the Capital, but they’d said they’d gotten used to watching after my little cottage, so I’d granted it to them. I also had access to the accounting system that came with those counters, including an inventory tab that allowed me to sell my own products more efficiently.

“As a noble, you have the right to lease land within the noble district,” the king continued once the applause had died down a bit. “In return for your services to the crown, we shall grant you any of the houses of the condemned criminals that you helped us eradicate, with all leasing fees waived as long as you or your descendants serve the crown.”

I’d already picked out our house in the Capital. While it might have been easier to choose Alma Greyn’s manor, with its easy access to the Underground, Dom and I had opted for the President of UNLV’s mansion near the castle gates. We were already in the process of digging the Underground access which included an escape tunnel for the king should disaster strike the kingdom again. We had confiscated much of the artwork and furniture of various criminals, and while we’d paid a stiff tax on the loot, we’d gotten the lion’s share of the fortune that had been contained in the houses of those the kingdom had exiled. We’d gotten a good chunk of experience for it too. We’d gotten double experience for each person we’d exiled.

“And as a hero of the realm and the highest-ranking magic user in the kingdom, the Realm recognizes you as the Royal Vizier to the crown,” the king put the cherry on the sundae. “With this title, you are charged to rebuild a magic training system for our realm so that this sort of corruption cannot infect our kingdom ever again.”

Nemesis Defeated

Checkpoint Saved…

The cheering was subdued by the thundering relief in my very soul. A new checkpoint meant I could relax in the spoils of a true victory. I wanted to collapse into a heap. He’d let me win. Fizzbarren had liked the story enough to let it culminate in a victory for me. I’d half expected the evil fairy to appear and curse the baby. I stuffed that thought as deep as I could into the darkest corner of my mind. As Kat would have said, there was no reason to give the enemy ideas.

Will +2

“Thank you, my king,” I bowed to the king as I was supposed to do and turned to the crowd. I was expected to say some words, but I waited for them to settle before I did. The crowd wasn’t actually friendly toward me yet. While they knew I was a hero of the realm, they were as leery of my leadership ability as any sane person would be when a sixteen-year-old is given great power. “As Royal Vizier, I intend to reinvent the Mage’s Guild, and while I know that you are all anxious to see what we will be doing with it, I can reassure you with a few ideals that will be the foundation of this kingdom’s new policies about magic.

“First, and most importantly, we must allow anyone from all walks of life to attempt to become mages,” I continued, my voice carrying over the unnerving hush. “The monopoly over magic must be broken. Spells will be available at local shops, and not just ones owned by me. If you can learn to create scrolls like I did, you will be able to sell your wares through the Merchant’s Guild. If any person can master both the magic of a scroll and work up the mana to use it, they have a right to that magic.”

This time, the clapping was a little more enthusiastic, and I hoped to build on that, but I only had three more paragraphs to do it in. The Nemesis Engine was set to limit villain speeches to five paragraphs, and in Fizzbarren’s world, I was still classified as a villain.

“But that will only be for the basic magic,” I warned them. “We have set a certain number of relatively passive spells for use by the general public, including spells like healing, buffs, or general crafting or cleaning spells. A list will be available at your local adventuring store, and some very useful spells can be earned through quests provided at the local guard houses, the Mage Guild, and bulletin boards for those who might want magic but are unable to afford it.

“The Mage Guild will request that interested citizens of the Realm who gain enough levels in these basic spells sign up for our service that will match you with a trained and certified magic-user who can then assess your talents and match you with spells that will enhance your abilities as a magic-user yourself. The Mage Guild is working closely with the crown to create and later to enforce laws for magic use for the safety of our non-magical citizens and to make us all feel safe and yet be allowed to grow in each of our unique ways.

“To that end, I have accepted a quest by the crown to scour the Capital and the extent of the kingdom for my own apprentices who will then serve to teach others in the future. The details of all these changes are available on newly placed bulletin boards in all areas of the Capital that will also be placed at every city, village, and pit stop along every road in the kingdom. Please go to your local bulletin board to check out the details of this quest and others that every one of you can take to join the ranks of the new and improved Mage Guild!”

Charm +2

Pontification -1

End villain speech. See? That wasn’t so bad. I took my bows, fielded hundreds of handshakes, several wink-nudge attempts to curry my favor, and settled into the feast that the king had ordered for the occasion. Dom, as a semi-recognized noble in his own right, stood at my side and deftly redirected bribes into coffers for the Underground. He was methodically tagging nobles as upright or corrupt. Between Dom and Cumbers, they were rewriting who had power in this Realm.

Nobles feasted in the castle, but tables of good food were set up in courtyards all over the city where the proclamations were repeated by criers who read them from scrolls provided by us. The whole city was on holiday, and it was marked as the Festival of Magic, something we planned to repeat every year, with subsequent years including magic duels, mage sign-ups, and apprenticeship awarding ceremonies.

It was all a bit bittersweet to me, but I forced myself to forget that it could all be undone by my next quest. This was the beginning of the world I wanted to create, but the end of one story was the beginning of another for Fizzbarren. What would he and the engine corrupt to make the next one?

“I recognize that look,” Terra rubbed against me, and I could sense a bit of cat nip in her glazed eyes. “You said we’d enjoy ourselves, at least for one night.”

“I know,” I said, the haunted look in my eyes dimming slightly.

“Drink more,” Terra suggested with a mental slur. “I’m going to chase some very soused crows.”

I answered with a mental chuckle. Dom’s murder of crows had been drinking red wine out of any goblet left on a table long enough to creep up on it. Crows are cool when they’re sober. Drunk crows are like watching flapping windmills that can snatch a gem out of a person’s ear and drop it in someone else’s pocket. Terra giving chase to them entertained the nobles enough that they didn’t notice the light pilfering from only those nobles Dom and Cumbers deemed corrupt. Were they really drunk or were they just having fun with a bunch of drunk nobles? It didn’t matter, this was still the basis of the world I wanted to recreate when it was all said and done. I soaked it all in, so that I wouldn’t forget a single thing.

            

    
        Ch 70 – That’s What Heroes Do

    
    
    
    
                “Psst…” and my hackles rose because I recognized the nudge. I’d been basking in what should have been a glorious moment, but I had a lot on my mind. This was the first time for this loop. It was really the first time any of this had happened. There was a newness in the air that made me feel tingly inside, but the calm was in that the reset button had been reset. If I pressed it now, it would only go back to earlier today instead of taking away all the progress we’d made.

The longer we’d gone on this path, the more worried I’d become. Having to redo all the leveling and profession grinding hung over us and while it might have beat death hanging over us, it was still a weight to me. Now I risked almost nothing by hitting that button. I could get stinking drunk, burn down half the Capital, and run stark naked through the streets and one little push of the button would make it so that not even Dom would know I’d done it.

“Hello, Sammi.” I took a goblet with me as I left the celebration for an empty corridor, letting the wine take my nerves with in.

“I thought you might like to share all this celebrating with your choice of loved one.” Sammi grinned at me, but I didn’t have it in me to smile back.

Let me take a minute to put things in perspective so that we can just sit back and enjoy the rest of the celebration without false pretenses. I haven’t defeated Fizzbarren at this point. Sure, I could get Kat back and that’s what I’m going to do right here in the story, and I was happy about that. I knew that even if I could see my daughter that night and spend a few days with her and her dad just kicking back at our mansion in the Capital, it was only a brief interlude. Before I got investing in that type of thing, I had to take a peek into the challenge we were going into.

I just didn’t want you to think that I didn’t appreciate the celebration. It’s just that I know how you know me. You’re going to see through any fake smile I put on. You’re going to take note of the bitterness behind my eyes. I wanted you to know that it isn’t because I’m not grateful or happy with the success. It’s just the fact that this celebration exists in a place where happiness is a little fleeting, is all. I made a decision based on that reset button, knowing it had to be done.

“Cut to the chase, Sammi.” I drank the rest of the wine in my cup in a single gulp.

“What do you mean?” Sammi asked, their face creased.

“Initiate my next nemesis quest.” I set the wooden cup down next to an expensive-looking vase.

“Don’t you want Kat?” Sammi eyed me skeptically.

“I’ll take Kat and Cliff after the next quest.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“Well, okay,” and for a moment Sammi was practically giddy with joy. Then they looked at their clipboard and found the frown I knew was coming. “Uh, I’m sure we can…”

“I am officially initiating my next nemesis quest, Sammi,” I insisted, as the blood rushed from their countenance. The Quill fluttered to the clipboard and then wilted.

“But, uh,” Sammi flipped pages that I knew looked the same. There was only one entity in all the worlds that could even exist on those pages.

“You’d better hurry, before he reads this page,” I pressed.

Nemesis Quest Initiated… Nemesis Found… transporting…

The world shuddered at the influx of power. All the power of Fizzbarren was sucked into the world engine and the ambient mana nearly buzzed with the sheer energy that was absorbed. Thousands of NPCs were infused with new processing power, their minds sharpening and their stories becoming more diverse and complex. How long Fizzbarren starved this poor engine with only the barest dribble of his mana? It was like rain had fallen in the desert. Every object in the capital became just a tad more clearly defined, as if we had upgraded our environment from a Commodore 64 to Intel Inside. I’d gone from the first Zelda game to the most recent, complete with surround sound in vivid clarity.

Perception +2

“What have you done?” Sammi whispered and then disappeared.

I strolled into the main chamber where all the revelers were partying like it was 1999. I grabbed another cup of wine that tasted deeper, wondering that I hadn’t noticed how flat it was before. I cast my Sleep spell, just to have a timer, and a maid slipped into slumber. I kept my back to the wall, watching and waiting with my finger on the button. It didn’t take long. This was going to be ugly, but I had to know. I only had one god card going for me and I was going to use it.

“You dare!” came a booming voice and I timed it at about an hour. I figured that he’d used at least half that time on a sweet little temper tantrum.

Fizzbarren stood at the entrance of the throne room, floating above the crowd. I couldn’t blame him since we’d have hardly been able to see his short form if he hadn’t elevated himself. I watched the timer. He wore the robes of the high priest and when I identified him, I was appropriately vexed. I had known he would bring god cards with him. He’d done it the first time and this time was no different. Warrior priests filed in behind Fizzbarren, armor shining like the paladins they were and polearms glistening with their religious furor.

Fizzbarren Level 42 (Health 16,800/16,800) (Mana 16,600/16,800) – Nearly Invincible.

“I am now the ruler of this land, and you shall all kneel at my feet!” Fizzbarren’s command shivered over the crowd of confused NPCs. I found it interesting that he hadn’t sucked all the power back out of the game with his wishes.

“Guards!” the king called out, but I could see that the guards were no longer his to command. Dom, however, did something I’d never expected my husband to do. In an act of bravery that took my breath away, Dom pushed the king out of the way and took the full power of Fizzbarren’s Smite spell. This Smite spell was an overpowered piece of magic that could, once a day, take a person from full health to one health point. I didn’t have access to it as it was a secret guarded by the priests of the church who only granted the spell to their highest priest.

“I will tolerate neither kings, nor thieves in my kingdom,” Fizzbarren declared. Even as Dom tried to stand, he was struck down by a rushing paladin and I was brought out of my shock and straight to my knees. My happy little world had taken a sudden Game-of-Thrones kind of turn that didn’t sit well with my stomach or any other part of me that was gasping for breath. I’d been planning just to watch how it would play out, not doing anything to change things until I had a feel for events. Now that I had the button… I remembered the button… I pressed it as Fizzbarrren turned to me.

I hit my knees again to the thunder of cheers as the world reset. That had not been a part of the plan. My eyes slid across the room to Dom’s eyes, even as the king’s guards rushed to help me to my feet. He was there. He was alive. His eyes were as wide as mine. I felt like my heart could beat again. Dom put his hands to his chest, looking down to where the paladin’s spear had pierced his heart. I’d gone from blasé watcher to horrified to relieved so quickly that I still couldn’t find my breath. Words happened around me as the ceremony came to a close quicker than the first time.

“We are all okay,” Terra spoke into my mind as I stumbled through the motions of a speech I only half remembered. “Breathe.”

“Did that really happen?” Dom spoke in my mind, using the newer telepathy spell rather than summoning Terra. It only worked a short distance for now, but it spared Terra the summoning.

“You remember?” I sputtered out mentally even as the king made excuses for my being overwrought. I didn’t care. I’d restart and do it right, but that was too much to do right now.

“I remember dying,” Dom rushed to my side down the side corridor we’d just left a few moments before in this loop. Time and events slipped and slid around me until we were alone together, and I could feel that this Dom was okay, and that the dead Dom was just a bad memory.

“Don’t you ever do that again!” I cried out and punched him in the chest with far more force than I’d intended.

Strength +1

“Yeah,” Dom took the hit stoically and let me bury myself in his arms. “No dying for the king. Got it.”

We stood long enough for me to breath normally again before Dom used the telepathy to speak to me. “So, how do we fight that?”

Blood rushed back into my mind, and it spun with ideas that refused to coalesce into anything worth anything. My body shook with quivering nerves, but I was breathing and so was Dom. I had to grab onto that and hold tight. My time loop had saved me and my family again.

Will +1

“This celebration would be so much better with Kat, right?” Sammi popped in, and I ineffectually cast a fireball at them, singing a nearby tapestry but doing no damage to Sammi. Thankfully the castle hallways were wide enough that I hadn’t flamed us all. I burned off some extra mana casting repairs and heals on us and our clothes, but my mana came back so quickly from the soaked atmosphere that it was like I hadn’t used any at all.

“Get away from me,” I yelled at Sammi, who popped away just as fast as they’d shown up.

“Woah, woah, babe,” Dom rubbed my shoulders. “Let’s just breathe.”

“We can’t even talk about it!” I screeched, fury my only friend. “It was just supposed to be a test.”

“What do you mean?” Dom asked, patting my back and scanning the now empty corridor.

“If Fizzie finds out, he’ll use a god card to counter it somehow,” I ranted, out of my mind. “I have to restart before he can read the page.” I hit restart.

This time I didn’t hit my knees in front of a cheering crowd. That was progress. Dom and Terra helped me stumble through my speech, but we were back in the hallway before we could talk again. Dom could think about it all he wanted, but if I even thought about it, my thoughts would appear on a page that Fizzbarren could read. We had a very brief powwow in the hallway, and I restarted better this time, my speech flawless, if a little stale. The longer the time between the restart and the button, the more mana it cost, so this wasn’t costing me much in the way of mana and we had the bonus of Fizzbarren’s juice hitting the world.

That was something too. Fizzbarren’s juice hadn’t fully drained from the world when I’d restarted, so the world was more powerful each time? Was the engine getting stronger with each reboot where I summoned Fizzbarren as my nemesis? Did I dare to do it again? Did I dare not do it more?

Perception +1

Intelegence +1

“Sammi!” I called out to the empty corridor, Dom behind me and warned.

“Ready for your loved one?” Sammi bubbled in with happiness but came up short at the look of slightly crazed anger on my face. “Or not?”

“I’m initiating my next nemesis quest, now,” I demanded, cutting them off when they babbled out objections.

Dom and I stood and watched the world for this reboot. We talked to the same maid who was just a tad more animated. We let it run through Fizzbarren bursting into the throne room and reset again. We could talk the whole time that Fizzbarren was in the world because it was the only time he couldn’t read the pages. Once my mind settled into the routine of the reboots, we started to get ahead of the catastrophe. We didn’t have a route out of the castle, with Fizzbarren storming in as fast as he did, but we had a way down into the dungeons that stalled for the most time before being dragged back to the throne room for execution. I drew the line at us being caught, rebooting the moment the dungeon doors blew open.

“I can’t beat that smite spell,” I complained to Dom as we waited for Fizzbarren to show up again.

“Can we get rid of it somehow?” he asked, and I shook my head in response.

“It’s taught to their first priest at the time that they ascend to the throne,” I explained, having learned that from my first time through this so long ago. “Fizzbarren has three god cards. He uses the first to become the ruler of the theocracy of this kingdom, and the highest-ranking member of the priesthood. Those two things immediately make him level forty-two with enough stat and skill points to outrank the current high priest. He’s then handed the scepter of power which bestows the spell upon him that allows him to smite a person once a day. He can then use the second god card to banish me, and I think he’s saving the last god card to be able to transport out once he completes his quest of destroying me.”

“How did you defeat him the last time?” Dom asked.

“I didn’t,” I admitted. “He used a god card to make Sammi banish me. Sammi was so freaked out at the thought of what Fizzbarren would do once he’d vanquished me, that Sammi banished me all the way back to our world, right into Fizzbarren’s workshop to be precise.”

“You got back to our world?” Dom demanded, his tone getting dark.

“Yes, but Kat was dead, and I was a mess and it had been years since you’d seen me,” I explained, trying to get him to not be mad that I hadn’t come to find him. I had. He’d been dead. He didn’t need to know that, did he? Three and a half years in this world had been almost two decades in our world. Almost everyone I’d known was dead by the time I’d come head-to-head with Fizzbarren. “I became the author of my own story while Fizzbarren played out some fantasies in the game world. He could have returned at any time, but he was having fun being the ruler of his little world. He goofed. He hadn’t realized I was back in his workshop, and I had access to all his stuff. Between that and the fact that I had much more time than he had, I figured stuff out. With Fizzbarren gone, there was a hole in the fabric of things, a hole I stepped into as an author myself. Eventually, we realized that I could reset time, and honestly, I was half crazy by then. Half-mad with grief, I reset myself to the place where it all started.”

“So, if we can’t steal the god cards, we steal the scepter,” Dom suggested, just as we heard Fizzbarren’s booming voice.

“It won’t be enough,” I shook my head, slipping into a nearby passage that would lead us into the bowels of the castle. “He’ll still be level forty-two and ruler of this place and even if he can’t kill us outright, how long will it really take for him to root us out of hiding and have us put to death. We’d have to decimate the priesthood and steal the scepter before Fizzbarren can use his god cards.”

“We take out everyone over the level of twenty, steal the scepter, and save the king,” Dom proclaimed as if we were planning breakfast instead of world domination.

“Search the castle!” Fizzbarren was shouting as the dungeon doors closed behind us, and that meant that the king was dead. Fizzbarren had used up his smite for today on the king, but he still had a ton of priest spells at such a high level that we didn’t stand a chance even with our bolstered levels and stats. That and the fact that Fizzbarren also had an army of clerics and another of the king’s guards and we were far outmatched. My attention hovered over that reset button.

“We’d have to do it before we start the next quest,” I worried, burying half the dungeon door in dislodged earth. My elemental spells were awesome. “How would we get enough time? Sammi will be barking at my heels to start another nemesis quest within hours of restarting a loop.”

“We need a stalling tactic,” Dom reasoned, even as the very walls of the dungeon shook with Fizzbarren’s rage. “We should save the king on the next reboot.”

“Save the king?” I wondered at his priorities.

“That’s what heroes of the kingdom do,” Dom insisted, both of us using our barricading abilities to bar the door to the last cell in the dungeon. It wouldn’t buy much time, but it was almost fun. It was just enough time for a snuggle before I hit the button.

            

    
        Ch 71 – Dad, I Think I Broke Mom

    
    
    
    
                So, I’m going to be real here. The real me for the real you, because, and it’s so hard to admit this, but I’ve sort of fallen for you. Not romantically like we’re going to run off together and ditch Dom. You know how I feel about Dom, but he feels similarly about you. Isn’t that strange? Pages of a book and I’m just a character and breaking a fourth wall and a rule that states that I can’t interact with you personally, but we want to. This success wouldn’t be the same without you. So. Thanks. And with that said…

“I’d like to see Kat, please,” I told Sammi back in that hallway where I’d just downed a full cup of wine.

“That’s great, so we can start the next one, right?” Sammi nearly bounced on those biker boots of theirs. The quill zipped through the air like Dom’s maybe-drunk crows. “You get Kat now and with as powerful as you are, I’m sure Cliff will be here before we all know it.”

My heart stopped as she appeared before me in that stupid peasant dress. Dom slipped in behind me, but he let me get to her first. Tears I couldn’t resist came down unheeded as we embraced. I just held on for a while. Sammi didn’t say anything, or maybe they did, but I didn’t hear them. I breathed in her scent, and she held me back.

“Are we in a castle?” Kat whispered into my ear.

“Yeah,” I answered in a huff, only barely noticing Dom slide in behind me. He didn’t demand his own hug, just stood there and let me drown in her for a while.

“Do I get to stay?” she asked.

“Not yet, but hopefully soon,” I mumbled into her hair.

“There’s a feast and a crowd of your mom’s admirers right through that door,” I finally heard something Sammi said.

“It’s only been a month or so for me.” I leaned back only enough to look Kat in the face. “How long has it been for you?”

“A little longer,” she admitted, and there was a maturity I hadn’t ever seen in her eyes before. Dom stuffed a handkerchief in my hand and wrapped his arms all the way around both Kat and me, and all my mind did for a blessed few minutes was sink in the safety of home.

Kat had remembered all the reboots just as Dom did now, but that had been because she’d died in the middle of that first one. Would she remember if I rebooted now? My mind whirled and I wanted to test it, but I didn’t want to let go. Still, if nothing was going to stick; if she wasn’t going to remember this reunion, I couldn’t bear the thought of her not knowing how I held her right now, needed her right now, loved her so completely right then.

“I need to know if you remember,” I pushed the button.

“I remember,” she said in our second loop, and my mind laughed and cried, my stat-boosted mega-body nearly collapsed in a heap of relief.

Will +1

“Want to meet the king?” I asked her, and she let me grip her hand in mine.

“Technically, she’s already met the queen,” Dom’s only admission of the same kind of feelings I had was that he kept a hand on each of our shoulders.

“You’re looking good, Dad,” Kat gave Dom a look. “Are you talking about Sammi or Cliff?”

“Neither,” Dom chuckled, trying to steer us toward the feast and the party beyond.

“I don’t think you want Kat going out there like that,” Sammi interjected, though we’d almost forgotten they were there. Sammi had moved on from demanding that we start another quest, but I knew it was just a matter of time.

Insert quick 80’s changing montage of trying on prom dresses, delete the prom and you saw what Dom and I did for ten minutes as Kat picked out something to wear from our extensive wardrobes. She picked the black leather I’d made for her, and my heart felt so full it could leap out and hug her too. Kat moved with a little more grace and a lot more confidence. Whatever had done that made me both sad and proud, even not knowing what it really was. I’d missed it, but it looked good on her. I hadn’t been there for her, but she’d bloomed somehow.

Perception +1

“You’re Queen of Thieves?” Kat grinned at me, tucking a few extra knives into her new inventory.

“You’re the princess,” Dom drawled out. “Or you will be, so your mom had to be the queen.”

“Funny,” Kat replied, her smile making me forget how to talk. It had just been so long, and we’d spent so much of our lives together, side by side. I’d done all this without her. I watched her for jealousy, but I only got love and happiness from her, even when I used my Sense Emotions spell, which I only did because I couldn’t believe my eyes alone.

Perception +1

Sense Emotion +1

Exp +10 (3,149,144/5,985,462)

“Your mom has just been dubbed Royal Vizier, head of the new and improved Mage Guild, and hero of the realm,” Dom bragged, and I could have kicked him. I didn’t want to shove it all in her face, the time we’d been apart or what I’d achieved without her when I’d failed so badly with her. I had to realize that had been as long ago for her as it had been for me. There were years of emotional growth that didn’t show on her sixteen-year-old face. Years that I’d been gone. Years that she’d had to redo when I’d reordered time itself.

“Is this a bad time to ask about your next Nemesis Quest?” Sammi butted in.

“Yes,” Kat’s eyes narrowed dangerously at Sammi.

“Yes!” I flung out my own protest.

“Sammi,” Dom admonished over us both. “Give us some time! It’s been a long hard battle and I think we deserve one night off.”

“Only if you promise you’re not stalling,” Sammi groused a bit. “Tomorrow.”

“Not tomorrow,” I shook my head, knowing we needed more time than that. Kat was level one. If I initiated that quest right now, she’d be dead by morning. “I need one week, Sammi.”

“A week?!” Sammi protested.

“I need time to level Kat up,” I tried to reason. Dom and I were betting a lot on being able to spend some time leveling Kat up.

“What choice do you really have, Sammi?” Kat butted in to say. “You can’t force us to initiate the quest this time. I’m not that stupid anymore.”

“Sammi, I promise you that I’m not just stalling, and that you will have a nemesis quest one week from today. We can meet at the bakery and figure this out over cinnamon rolls,” I told them, crossing my finger over my heart and holding up three fingers.

“A week is a really long time,” Sammi sulked, and they did not look convinced until I pointed at their clipboard. It wasn’t nearly long enough and if Sammi took one look at that clipboard they’d see why it wasn’t enough time.

“Is that the list of my next nemesis?” I knew it was.

Sammi blanched and gave me a look that you might find on a mouse that had just been thrown into a pit of hungry cats. “One week.” Sammi disappeared in a poof, the quill sprinkling some fairy dust behind it as it followed with a swirl. I tensed with my finger over a button, but it seemed to have worked.

I studied Kat, who moved a bit more like her dad than I remembered. Terra gave her a rub as we passed, but then went back to her chase of Dom’s crows. Dom introduced Kat to his crows, the king, and Cumbers, all of whom smiled at her warmly and ignored the fact that we couldn’t possibly have a daughter the same age as we were. Kat smiled and greeted people without that old neediness, angst, and bitter overachiever I’d remembered. We’d take this one night, but then we needed to power level Kat for all we were worth. As Dom led Kat around and introduced her, I was setting things in motion. When I took over with Kat, Dom would set his own things in motion.

Perception +1

On the surface, it was a day of feasting, dancing, and entertainment. Beneath the waves of frivolity, we plotted the demise of a level forty-two high priest with the ability to smite. The tunnel beneath the castle was being started using a dozen fledgling mages from the old mage school who just thought they were earning their earth elemental spells. On a tour of our bakery and a few other businesses, Kat got a few professions. In a rousing version of a rock ballad, Kat earned a few more professions and a bunch of stats as she danced for the crowd, Beau’s old hat still our favorite tip collector.

“What’s happened?” I asked Kat when we’d managed to find a quiet corner out of the crowds. Of course, I’d set up a popcorn stall. All three locations were going to sell out before the festival was over. The popcorn stand had earned us some pretty coins, but this one in the central square had sold out early. We sat on the counter, having saved a few bags for just such an occasion. “You look…different.”

“I should have figured that you’d notice.” Kat dipped her head, focusing on the bag of popcorn on her lap. Terra half-heartedly batted at a stray piece of popcorn and then settled down beside us to take a nap.

“How long have I missed?” I stole a piece of popcorn and popped it in my mouth.

“I graduated,” she replied flippantly, tossing a piece of popcorn to Malice, who had taken to following Kat around. I was glad that Dom was keeping on eye on her even as he was ordering the execution of several minor priests. The problem was that most of the members of the underground were lower level than us and we would be hard pressed to defeat the high priests even with our enhanced health and mana pools and our banquet of spells. Most of our new spells were low level until we could get a chance to work them up.

“Med school?” We’d walked across the stage together for our bachelor’s degrees so she couldn’t be talking about that.

“Not exactly.” She scrunched up a face that looked like the teenager I’d left behind but felt like someone older. I just wanted to know how much older.

Perception +1

“Don’t make me beg,” I pushed her shoulder in a semi-jest. “I don’t care except that you’re happy, and while you look more serious, you do look happy. That’s all that matters to me.”

“Welding?” she admitted, flinching away from me. Several slightly-tipsy-and-trying-to-hide-it nobles were stumbling around the edge of a crowd of people that were dancing to a lively jig of some sort. There were plenty of bards out and ready to scoop up tips. Our legs swung free, and we kicked them like we were on a porch swing trying to get it rocking.

My mind stuttered a little as I tried to grasp what she was talking about. It flashed to an 80’s dance movie and I tried to shake it out of my head, but what a feeling it gave me. It wasn’t that I protested at all. Maybe she’d learned welding to be able to forge blades. She felt happier but it had never occurred to me that she would be interested in welding.

Will +1

“I’m sorry,” Kat gave a laugh and threw an arm around me. “That was Cliff’s idea, and I knew it was dumb but in the many nights we sat around talking about what we’d say the next time you summoned us, that was the one that won.”

“There’s nothing wrong with welding,” I tried to say, but Kat was waving her hands at me.

“He said you’d say that,” she said, setting her popcorn aside. “We might have been a little tipsy at the time.” I don’t care what you say about how I raised my kid, but when she decided to drink, she did it under my roof without plowing some poor sucker down on her way home from a party. If she’d lived her days in a linear manner, she’d be old enough even for our old world laws, but I was having trouble with that concept. “I’m kidding. I didn’t go to medical school, but I didn’t spend my time in welding school either.”

“That’s fine too,” I shook my head at her. “What did happen?”

“We sold the house and joined a traveling circus?” she said, and it was in the same tone that she’d said she’d become a welder, so I didn’t know what to believe.

“Seriously, why the subterfuge?” I threw my arms up. “I don’t care. Just tell me.”

“I did,” she admitted. “I told him it wouldn’t work. Cliff said to tell you something even more outrageous than the truth and then tell the truth, but I told him it wouldn’t work.”

“So, what’s the truth?” I pressed her and please understand that half my mind was trying not to think about what Dom was doing so that I wouldn’t give away our plans on a page that Fizzbarren could read. That took a lot of brain power. I didn’t have a lot left to hear what Kat was saying.

“What could be more crazy than the truth, Mom?” she threw her hands up at me, but she was grinning. I didn’t get it. “We went to clown school and joined the circus.”

When my mind caught up, it goggled. I’d been ready for the idea that she’d given up on college. We’d all known that she and Cliff were coming here and that it was just a matter of time. My mind flexed like a rubber band and then snapped to Kat’s eyes. I resisted reaching out to stroke Terra. My mana was full even with all the cleans and repairs I was casting to keep our area of the festival clear of party debris.

“Oh, my gawds,” I said, shock evidently in every slope and curve of my face and body. “You’re serious.”

Intelligence +2

“It’s not as crazy as it sounds,” Kat tried to hedge, taking my hands in hers. “Where else were we going to learn the kind of tricks that would serve us here?”

“Wait, what?” I was still trying to catch up. One good thing was that my mind was now completely clear of any plans against Fizzbarren.

“We bought a little run-down trailer off the sale of the house and used the rest of the money to buy into this little traveling carnival,” Kat explained to my wide eyes. “It was hard to find one that was still running the old-fashioned way. They were practically gypsies, though that’s a bad word now.”

She talked about knife throwing, trapeze school, clown tricks, magician stuff, animal husbandry, and even the mechanics of ride maintenance. She and Cliff had spent their time working up from concessions to backstage and finally animal handling and stage work in the main tent. We’d been on our way to med school. She’d joined the circus. Kids rebel, right? It was just a phase?

“Mom?” Kat jostled my shoulder to catch my attention. “You okay?”

“Uh, sure,” I said, my mind wanting desperately to hit that reset button, just to see if maybe I could reroll the dice on what Kat was saying. Part of my mind was so whacked that it considered it a possibility that the story would change on a reboot. Mine had.

“Mom, you look pale,” Kat worried enough to wake the snoozing Terra.

“What’s up?” Terra stretched and then seemed to notice my mind was not exactly stable at the moment.

“Terra, get Dad,” Kat told my cat, who stretched and sent a meaningful look to Malice, who took off for wherever Dom was. “I think I broke Mom.”

“So, welder was supposed to be crazier than the circus?” I asked, and even my one hundred twenty-seven Intelligence and one hundred twenty-six Will couldn’t catch up to what she was saying. “Or are you setting me up for something worse?”

“Mom, it’s okay.” Kat patted my hands in concern even as she was trying to hide a laugh. “I swear it wasn’t as bad as it sounds.”

“Hold on,” Terra was saying. “Dom’s coming.”

“I’m trying to think of something that might have been more shocking,” I was stuck on the logic of it. I had spent the last several weeks in an oasis of predictable insanity. I’d forgotten what unpredictable looked like. It was a whole new world in this loop. What had my nice sane little family done without Dom and I to look after them? They’d pulled up stakes and joined the circus. Perfectly reasonable.

Will -1

“They joined the circus?” Terra was saying just as Dom entered the mental link.

“Who joined the circus?” Dom growled. “I’m not far from there. Just stay put.”

All our little plans that we were working on around the rest of all this ground to a screeching halt. We would have to reboot again. That was okay. Another reboot would let me come back and find something sane to hold onto. The circus. The circus wasn’t that sane thing. It wasn’t like we didn’t have a bit to talk about. And I really wanted to talk to Cliff. Really.

“Cliff and Kat did the perfectly reasonable thing of selling our house and joining the circus,” I told my mind as it played tidily-winks on the carousel in my head.

Will -1

“Mom?” Kat was asking me.

“I’ll kill Cliff,” Dom was saying. “They’re kidding, right? She became a welder or something, right?”

“No,” I answered Dom in my head, not meeting Kat’s eyes. “They were kidding about welding school. This part Kat seems to be serious about.”

“Mom!” Kat shook me a little.

“The circus?” Dom wasn’t far, but he had skidded to a stop across that very crowded, noisy square. I could see him standing stock still across the crowd from me.

“The circus,” I nodded to him our eyes locked.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds.” Kat let her eyes drift to where I was focused on her dad. “I swear it’s not,” she called out to him.

Dom closed his eyes and the distance between us, a testament of his status and aura of command that people moved out of his way rather than let him walk into them. Was he more resilient than me? Probably. Maybe I’d shocked him enough in life that he was more used to it than I was.

“They learned knife throwing and animal husbandry,” I didn’t care for the high pitch of my voice. With all the food stalls counting as small businesses, I was very nearly on the board of directors for the Merchant’s Guild. I was the Royal Vizier and Noble of the Realm. I had toppled a haughty bard and an even haughtier college, but under all that, I was a mom.

Will -1

Dom flinched and his expression froze on a baffled look only our daughter could create in either of us. The Prince of Thieves, head of the Underground in the Capital and Siff, with two more cities half under his rule, shook his head like a drunkard trying to clear the buzz when a cop pulls them over, not that I knew what that was like. I guess under all that, he was a dad.

“They graduated,” I said and let it hang in the air a moment before finishing the news, “clown school.”

“I told Cliff this was a terrible idea.” Kat put her head in her hands and scrunched her hair into her fists. “I should have just told you some lovely little white lie that wouldn’t break my parents.”

“They learned ride maintenance too,” I nodded my head like a marionette.

“Frank Marino set us up with them,” Kat tried to knock through our shared shocked as Dom and I just stared at each other. I liked to consider myself an open-minded parent and I was ready for my kid coming out of the closet for almost anything, but when that closet was a clown car? “Does it help to say that our troop toured Europe?”

“The circus,” Dom and I said to each other, desperately grasping for a way to accept this.

It was one too many shocks for my stupid brain to catch up with. I don’t care what that character sheet says. Any person could have a five hundred in Intelligence and Will and Stamina and their kids are still going to throw them for a loop. I know some of you folks don’t like Kat, and I get that. I do. She thinks way outside of what boxes are ever supposed to look like and in a brilliant way that looks and sounds absolutely stupid or insane. I was the same way when I was a kid, so I got her. I always got her.

I laughed. Sure, it started out a little hysterical, but once I started laughing, it just bloomed into true mirth. The truth was that it made perfect sense and if I thought anything else after that first shock, I’d be a hypocrite. Where else was she going to learn the skills of a thief in that world? The skills transferred. Med school would have done nothing for her here. It was a compliment really. She’d had so much faith in the fact that I’d get her here to this world that she and Cliff had gone all in. When hadn’t Cliff been ready to walk off a cliff for or with me on some other crazy scheme I’d had back in the days?

Will +3

I wasn’t ashamed of their decision. Here I’d spent a whole tantrum of a book trying to convince you that college was a scam reinforced by some of the most diabolical brainwashing the world has known since Mussolini, it wasn’t like I could turn around and belittle my daughter’s choice to spurn the world for a traveling circus. The one thing I hated most was hypocrisy, but I can say without a doubt in my mind that God put children in our lives to expose our deepest forms of hypocrisy that we hide from ourselves. I’d been so stupid that I’d wanted to rewind it just to get a different answer than the brilliant truth, but I was okay with it. I could imagine that my mother would have died from shame, but I was a different kind of mom than she’d been.

Intelligence +1

Will +1

“It’s not crazy,” Kat was arguing with Dom when I finally pulled my shocked head out of my shocked ass.

“I’m not saying it was crazy,” Dom tried to reason with her. The odd part was that she sounded perfectly reasonable, and Dom sounded more than a little frayed.

“She thinks I’m crazy!” Kat waved a hand at me and crossed her arms over her chest. Yeah, that probably looks like she’s the one throwing a childish tantrum, but would you say that if she was the adult and I was the teenager?

“I don’t actually,” I said softly, scooting over a bit so Dom could sit next to me.

“Good.” Dom reached for my hand. “I was trying to tell her that, but she won’t hear it from anyone but you.”

“I was shocked, but I can’t help thinking how much you’re just like I was when I was younger, but I was wrong about that too,” I admitted, gratefully accepting a pastry that Dom pushed toward me. “I wouldn’t have thought of the circus, much less known how to find one. Joining one? That took guts I’m not sure I’ve ever had.”

Kat dropped her arms and leaned forward on her knees. “Really?” and I could tell she didn’t believe me. It hurt that she didn’t trust that I understood, but I could understand since I’d spent this time in a much more childish sulk than she’d shown since that stupid long-distance romance.

“I’m sorry,” I told her as straight as I could. I was and it stung to say it because I’d been wrong in a way that made me mad at myself. “I wracked my brain about where else you’d have gotten skills like that, and honestly, I couldn’t think of a better place to do it.”

Kat closed her eyes and let out a breath that collapsed her shoulders.

“And you look so much better than the last time I saw you,” I added, wincing as she laid her head on her hands and her shoulders started to shake. “Well, you did.”

“Only you,” Kat gave a wet, wry chuckle. “In the last seven months I’ve faced down a pissed off bear, taken care of an elephant with perpetual PMS, and fixed machines that should have been retired a hundred years ago, and I crumple at the thought of disappointing you. I’ve run the grift on tourists all over Europe, but a stupid joke falls flat with you.”

“I,” I started, feeling my own eyes getting misty, “I walked into this world’s version of that college without you and nearly lost my mind.”

“Have you ever had to forge a prescription for drugs for an elephant with diarrhea?” she asked. “Thank the stars we were in a small town with an old doctor who didn’t believe in electronic scripts.”

I told her the story of Alma Greyn’s disgrace and demise. She told me the story of a Ferris wheel that ran on two gallons of diesel and three kicks to its engine. I told her about Burnt frothing at the mouth as he tried to convince the king that he’d been framed, and me informing Burnt that his code of conduct didn’t trump the king after all. She told me about Christmas in a small town in France, where they’d sneaked into a barn because it was warmer than their rickety trailers. She’d flirted with an Austrian wrestler, had a one-week fling with a Russian gymnast, and turned down three proposals in Italy, one of which hadn’t been a drunk. She’d missed the running of the bulls in Spain, unless you counted the boys running after her because by then she was on the trapeze in a very tight leotard trimmed with flames under the stage name of the Flaming Angel. She’d seen England as she’d always wanted to do and managed to steal an entire Jack the Ripper tour group who’d tipped her more than what the tour normally costs.

Storytelling +1

Exp +10 (3,149,154/5,985,462)

There were worse things a kid could do between college, med school, and a crazy game world. My kid hadn’t just bummed around Europe, she’d taken it by the horns and run it through clown school. The next time someone says the equivalent of they’re going to run away and join the circus, or ride the rails as a hobo, or write a video game that changes the world, remember it’s those dreamers that actually do change the world. They only sound crazy until one crazy dream turns into sheering sheep in Ireland while waiting for your mom to summon you to another world.

No wonder she was looking and feeling so much more confident. In all her exploits, she’d only spent one weekend in jail and the charges had been dropped because she’d talked them into believing she’d been captured and forced to run scams by a slave ring that held her passport ransom. Where had Cliff been? He’d been hustling pool at the time to try to raise bail money, something he’d learned back in his Navy days. Turned out, Cliff made a really good clown and Kat assured us that he had a very good home until we were ready for him to join us.

The best part was that her stories were good. Kat didn’t know it yet, but she was going to surpass Fizzbarren and me when she finally put that pen to paper and dared to hit the publish button. Dom and I exchanged a look during a particularly expressive circus story. There are moments in every parent’s life when they realize that their children will surpass them. Some parents resist the pang of those moments. Some parents glow. I glowed enough that we didn’t notice the sun rise.


Name: Karma

Class: Mage-ish

Level: 25 (3,149,154/5,985,462)

Profession: Merchant (Level 10: 20/13,669), Cook (Level 8: 3,350/6,075), Teacher (Level 7: 500/4,050), Alchemist (Level 6: 650/2,700), Blacksmith (Level 6: 425/2,700), Carpenter (Level 6: 420/2,700), Leatherworker (Level 6: 320/2,700), Mercenary (Level 6: 300/2,700), Storyteller (Level 5: 480/1,800), Maid (Level 4: 220/1,200), Seamstress (Level 4: 200/1,200), Singer (Level 4: 140/1,200), Tanner (Level 4: 120/1,200), Bartender (Level 3: 220/800), Stablehand (Level 3: 190/800), Waitress (Level 3: 120/800), Woodsman (Level 3: 80/800), Butcher (Level 2: 120/500), Artist (Level 1: 100/300), Dancer (Level 1: 50/300), 
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Perception: 141
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Skills: Acting (71), Alcohol Tolerance (29), Anatomy (1), Backstab (33), Barricade (33), Bartering (47), Bashing (26), Blacksmithing (70), Climbing (9), Comedy (22), Cooking (81), Dancing (20), Disarm (50), Disarm Traps (3), Dodge (85), Drawing (20), Duel Spell Wielding (25), Duel Wielding (66), Flirting (60), Grapple (62), Hide (37), Identify (99), Intimidation (26), Kick (43), Knife Fighting (83), Leatherworking (47), Locksmithing (25), Mana Infusion (5), Mana Manipulation (54), Management (23), Manic Charge (13), Meditation (65), Milking (3), Mischief (53), Multiple Foe Combat (50), Piercing (61), Poison Resistance (32), Pontification (10), Sewing (25), Singing (25), Skinning (6), Slashing (26), Sneak (58), Storytelling (33), Subtlety (30), Swordplay (11), Tanning (7), Teaching (43), Tracking (1), Unarmed Combat (35), Woodworking (41) 

Spells: Bleach (93), Buffer (43), Cement Shoes (44), Create Spellbook (65), Cure Poison (48), Dark Vision (72), Disguise (69), Fireball (88), Glamour (24), Lesser Charm (41), Mental Vision (64), Lightning (80), Fog (50), Poison Cloud (92), Preserve (50), Basic Build (101), Dead Silence (80), Dust Devil (52), Soften Curse (11), Summon Familiar (52), Firestorm (85), Dispel Magic (10), Ice Spike (40), Snow (24), Icestorm (25), Wall of Frost (25), Dispel Ghost (25), Cure Deformity (4), Knock Out (13), Sense Emotions (8), Cup of Joe (19), Teleport (40), Bind Magic (41), Create Food (12), Animate Object (15), Drain Life (15), Drain Mana (15), Fertilize (7), Water Resistance (10), Fire Resistance (10), Cold Resistance (10), Summon Dart (15), Summon Armor (15), Mana Boost (10), Slow (7), Super Heal (99), Telekinesis (14), Telepathy (14), Magic Pocket (9) 
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Skills: Acting (31), Alcohol Tolerance (15), Anatomy (1), Backstab (97), Barricade (33), Bartering (34), Bashing (30), Blacksmithing (28), Climbing (75), Comedy (10), Cooking (40), Dancing (7), Disarm (90), Disarm Traps (55), Dodge (80), Duel Wielding (58), Exotic Weapons (3), Flirting (90), Grapple (54), Hide (80), Identify (99), Intimidation (71), Kick (41), Knife Fighting (77), Leatherworking (16), Locksmithing (32), Mana Infusion (7), Management (80), Manic Charge (3), Meditation (26), Milking (2), Mischief (30), Multiple Foe Combat (42), Piercing (58), Poison Resistance (51), Sewing (18), Singing (6), Skinning (12), Slashing (50), Sneak (98), Storytelling (7), Subtlety (5), Swordplay (25), Tanning (12), Teaching (25), Unarmed Combat (24), Woodworking (26)

Spells: Fireball (84), Buffer (45), Cement Shoes (49), Bleach (81), Create Scroll (6), Cure Poison (50), Dark Vision (72), Disguise (34), Glamour (25), Super Heal (95), Lighten Emotions (27), Mental Vision (62), Rain (55), Fog (50), Poison (66), Preservation (24), Fix It (95), Dead Silence (98), Dust Devil (45), Summon Familiar (85), Cup of Joe (1), Teleport (45), Bind Magic (47), Drain Life (10), Drain Mana (10), Sage Armor (10), Water Resistance (5), Fire Resistance (5), Cold Resistance (5), Summon Dart (7), Summon Armor (7), Telepathy (3), Telekinesis (3), Magic Pocket (3)

 

Name: Kat

Class: None 

Level: 0 

Profession: Dancer (Level 2: 250/500), Singer (Level 2 100/500), Butcher (Level 1: 70/300), Cook (Level 1: 50/300), Maid (Level 1: 30/300), 

Health: 63/63 

Mana: 63/63

Intelligence: 5

Will: 4

Strength: 4

Constitution: 5

Charm: 12

Beauty: 15

Perception: 16

Dexterity: 10

Luck: 7

Skills: Dancing (6), Cooking (5), Storytelling (5), Singing (4)

            

    
        Ch 72 – The Prodigal Daughter

    
    
    
    
                So, you have to wonder what we could do in a week. We didn’t. At least we didn’t do it this time. After that lovely shock, I spent that week and another one kicking back with my little family and catching up on stuff. I even brought Cliff over. Kat and Dom both suggested, for very different reasons, that we get Cliff killed so he could remember it all, but I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea. Dom took the choice out of my hands, and I had to see my best friend’s female version of a face as she died at the hands of my husband. Destiny was a hit with the Underground, but it didn’t last because we had to reboot it to bring Kat back. When Destiny went home to the old world, Cliff went with the knowledge of the location of Fizzbarren’s workshop. I didn’t know what he might be able to do with the knowledge, but Fizzbarren wasn’t going to be there much longer, so it couldn’t hurt.

We gave tearful goodbyes, and resolved to a restart that could become the future. The minute Kat got there, we put her to work in the castle doing every profession we could find. Sammi gave us a hard time but granted Kat the class of Flaming Angel and no more than ten days. I’d pushed extra hard for the extra days and that was all I could wring out of Sammi. Kat’s class was an eclectic mix of con artist, sword dancer, and priestess that granted her Minor Bless, Basic Heal, and Summon Dart. Sammi had tried to reason that it was a weird bard combo, but Kat had charmed them into not classifying her into a box. He’d muttered something about, like mother, like daughter, and we’d sighed our relief and gotten to work.

In my first ten days in the game, I’d gone from a mouthful of dirt to taking over the underground of Siff. With our help, Kat had to stand up to our newest foe-to-be and we couldn’t even act like we knew what was coming. It was a good thing that the king was eager to task Dom and me with bringing the church down a few pegs, because we had to whittle them down quickly. The king, as an NPC, did not remember our reboots. His justification was that without the Mage Guild to hold the church in check, it would soon out-power the throne. He didn’t know how right he was.

“I’m getting a headache, and my Heal spell isn’t touching it,” Kat complained, one hand stirring a pot of health potions while her other shook off the dust of the last spell scroll that I’d fed to her. It was the fourth in a row that she’d failed to learn.

“Maybe we should dial it back on the Cup of Joe,” I worried, my own heal spell not helping either from the look on her face.

“It’s not that,” she used Telekinesis to cap a dozen bottles at once and Spark to seal the wax on them, already dual wielding her spells. “My Intelligence isn’t high enough for this many spells. I can feel it.”

“Too much too fast,” I nodded, as Kat’s tiny kitten of a pet chose that moment to burrow out of Kat’s hair with a mighty mew that made us chuckle.

“The best way to get my stats up is dungeons and you know it,” Kat rubbed her cheek on Shadow’s head, even as she pushed mana into the pot. “Enough with the professions. We’ve been at it for two days. Let Dad take me to the gnoblin dungeon. I’ll take a few lower-level underground in with me to stay safe if you need me to, but I’m pretty sure I can solo it at this point.”

“You’re right, I’m stalling, and we really can’t afford it,” I admitted, less reluctant than she’d expected me to be. “But I need Dom here. I’ll have the king send Cumbers with you. He has teleport up high enough that the down time should be almost as small as if Dom or I took you. Maybe you should see if Lily or Chester want to go in with you.”

Persuasion +1

Exp +10 (3,149,164/5,985,462)

“They don’t remember me,” Kat smiled but shook her head. “It’s hard to be around them having to rebuild all that relationship. I’ll take some NPCs. It’s easier with them.”

“You just want to take Dugger,” I teased her, a little surprised that I wasn’t more worried.

Comedy +1

Exp +10 (3,149,174/5,985,462)

“Maybe,” she cast me a sideways smirk. “He’s cute.”

“He’s not real,” I countered, but I was smiling too. We’d gotten back a lot of our closeness over the past two days of grinding.

“Even better,” she shot back in a sing-song voice, and I couldn’t help it, I laughed.

“Fine,” I agreed. She was a big girl. She could make her own choices. “Go max out that dungeon and check back in, okay?”

It wasn’t like I didn’t have enough to do on my own and I had a lot more to trust her with this time. I’d learned from the college that sometimes it was easier to take out big obstacles with a bunch of little annoyances. Still, a bunch of annoyances could take quite the workforce to set in motion. Dom and I had the underground, the Merchant’s Guild, and the king’s spies. We also had the king, who was moving things in his own way.

“I’m going to stay and take out that Eroomtsim dungeon too,” Kat winked at me. “I want a closet or two like you have. Don’t wait up for me.”

“Take a bundle of spell scrolls in case you get a chance to learn some more spells,” I called to her as she dumped the whole cauldron of health potions into her inventory, as if I was telling her to grab a jacket before she headed off to school.

“I will, but I don’t need Cumbers,” she plucked a few loaves of bread and other stuff from our manor’s pantry. “I can Teleport myself. That spell, I learned.”

“You’ll Teleport yourself into a stupor,” I warned, knowing that teleporting would have her passed out for an hour at least if she cast it herself.

“I’ll Teleport into my old room at the cottage,” she waved off my concern. “I’ll be fine.”

She would, I realized. I gave her a hug and a shrug and a ruffle of her hair that had Shadow batting at my hand. Shadow had a habit of somehow clinging to Kat’s hair and collars in a way that made her invisible to anyone who didn’t know she was there. I marveled at how different each of our familiars were.

“She’ll be fine,” Terra echoed to me. “But this priest is not allergic, nor does he want a cat for a pet.”

“You could pretend to be a dog,” I suggested, leaving Kat to her preparations before I broke down and begged her not to go. I consoled myself with the idea that at least if she was out of the city, she couldn’t be dragged into the tangled web of machinations we were weaving to bring down the church.

Will +1

“Never again,” Terra spat at me in our mental link. “I’d rather be a hamster.”

“Caw,” Malice gave a squawk to get my attention. I was popular nowadays and I was cautiously pleased with the fact. I summoned Malice to gain Telepathy with Dom, who was obviously too far away to use Telepathy. As much as we tried, we hadn’t been able to level it up enough to be able to use it beyond eyesight of each other so we were still summoning our pets to talk over a distance. Terra was busy trying to weasel her way into a few of the higher priest’s houses to be summoned, so Dom sent Malice.

“Weasel, I would try,” Terra commented into the overall shared link, making Malice caw with almost human laugh that I was glad Terra couldn’t hear.

“Are we having weasel for dinner?” Dom asked, misunderstanding the conversation Terra had dumped on him.

“Not if I can help it,” Terra muttered.

“What’s up, Dom?” I asked to try to keep our pets from derailing yet another conversation.

“If you’re free tonight, I have a priest I think we can take if we do it together,” Dom purred into the link like he was making date plans. The life I currently led was odd but ever so satisfying.

“Sounds good, darling,” I drawled back, having learned to go with the flow rather than fight these kinds of conversation. The problem wasn’t taking out a single priest. Dom and I could take on at least two of them at almost twice our level. The key was doing it without causing a ruckus that would get us arrested. The king was ready to pardon us, but it wouldn’t look good, so we were trying to keep this as messless as possible.

“It’s a date,” he quipped. “And you said we wouldn’t have time for us.”

“I’ll wear something sexy,” I breathed out in a way that made Terra huff out of the link.

Flirting +1

Exp +10 (3,149,184/5,985,462)

“You are something sexy,” he retorted with a mental kiss to my forehead that made me blush.

“Kat’s heading to the dungeons,” I warned Dom, chilling the mental touch between us.

“Does she need a ride?” he asked, and I was thinking we were the weirdest family since the Addams’.

“I gave her the keys to the station wagon,” I joked, but Dom was not amused.

“She’ll be exposed…”

“She’s teleporting to the cottage until she wakes up,” I explained and felt him relax. He had more faith in her “driving” than I did right now, but that was okay.

“What level is the priest for tonight?” I changed the subject back to more pressing concerns.

“She’s not taking Dugger is she?” Dom asked, his tone not ready to switch back yet.

“I don’t know for sure,” I hedged but I could tell he knew.

“Dugger is about to become a grave digger,” Dom muttered. “His own.”

“Would you rather she went alone?” I asked, trying to play referee.

“I’d rather she went with Felix or Cumbers,” he countered, and I laughed. Both Cumbers and Felix were twice her age and had seen the harder side of most of their lives, or at least their character’s faces looked that way.

“If your dad sees Cumbers or Dugger before you do, you’ll have a very different chaperone for the dungeons and Dugger might go missing,” I warned Kat, stepping up behind her raid of the pantry. “I have an extra batch of cupcakes if you want them.”

“Ugh, no time,” she muttered around a mouthful of chocolate croissant, our newest pastry at the bakery. “I’ve got to catch Dugger before Dad does.”

“Summon Malice when you get to the dungeons so we know you’re okay,” I called out to her retreating form as she slid in and out of shadows, her own Shadow giving a parting mew that made Kat look like she had golden eyes in the back of her head.

“I will,” she called back over her shoulder. “This way I get to miss church!”

Two days. She was already level seven in her class and three in almost everything else. They grew up so fast. If she went through those dungeons like Dom and I had, she’d be level twenty in time for most of the showdowns. Ironically, she was just the distraction, but she might turn out to be our ace in the hole. Kat had been our excuse for asking for more time. We’d known we couldn’t dismantle a whole church in the hour or two it took Fizzbarren to take it over. This was something to work from the inside.

The church had been pushing back now that the Mage Guild had folded. Emboldened, they’d begun already to broadcast decrees. Tomorrow was a holy day, and they happened once a week in a chilling reminder of churches I’d experienced in my old world. The latest decree was that once a week, people were expected to attend church. This included the king and his nobles, which is where Dom and I were now trapped. I wasn’t looking forward to getting dressed up in respectable clothing and sitting in a church while some priest told me how to live my life so that society could consider me a good person.

Will +1

Tonight I would kill one of their own, so that tomorrow there was one less priest to glare down their nose at my depravity. Did I mention that we’d petitioned the church to sanction our marriage and they’d turned us down? The king would have done it, but he was busy and didn’t feel like he could upset the church by marrying someone at this time. He’d pardon us for murder, but he wouldn’t marry us. Ah hell. We didn’t have time to plan a wedding that big anyway. Do you know what a noble has to do to get married in this realm? It’s absurd. Dom and I agreed we’d do it after we took out the church when we had more time.

I couldn’t help but wonder how messed up our lives had gotten that this was a normal day for us. We got up, grabbed a quick breakfast, planned out our days and who was taking the car. And we planned for a future like we were staying in this world forever. I grabbed myself an apple out of a bowl on the table and started to take a bite of it only to remember that it would taste like an orange. I didn’t want an orange, but I didn’t have the patience to peel a bunch of grape-looking things so I could have an apple-worth of a bite of apple. I consoled myself with a devil’s food cupcake with champagne flavored frosting. I didn’t have to worry about the fact that the champagne flavoring came from sour apples. I just ate a second cupcake and went on with this weirdo life.

            

    
        Ch 73 – Marriage Counseling

    
    
    
    
                “We would like to get married,” Dom told the priest.

“Applying to the church for marriage is a serious endeavor, young man,” the officious bag of self-righteous bullshit said as he looked down his pious nose at us. “Marriage is a lifelong commitment that is not to be entered lightly.”

I sat in my most modest dress, my ankles crossed demurely, and recited the lyrics of Bohemian Rhapsody in my head to keep from jumping the gun on the plan. This was Dom’s big plan, and I would be respectful and let him take the lead like a good little wife. Wait. What was I saying? Dom had decided that pretending that we wanted to get married was a good way to get priests alone. I wasn’t so sure that Dom wasn’t trying to get married for real. I did know that the church was being very Catholic about the whole thing by requiring six months of counseling before one of their priests could deign to perform the ceremony.

Will +2

“We realize that,” Dom sounded very reasonable for a man who was supposed to be killing this priest. “We would like to start the process.”

“Are you sure that you want to consider marriage so young?” the priest continued his pitch, but I have to admit that I wasn’t paying attention. There were two priests outside the little office where we were having this meeting. I was trying to figure out how to get only one of the priests outside to come in the door at a time. The ones outside were levels twenty-five and twenty-six, so I’d rather have taken them on one at a time, but that just might not have been possible.

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,512/1,512) (Mana 1,701/1,701) – Blessed

“We’ve actually been married for many years in the jump the broom kinda way and want to solidify it into a permanent reunion,” Dom was saying as I prepped my silence spell in a shape that would block sound from exiting the small square room.

“Why haven’t you gotten married by the church before now?” the priest asked, the programming ignoring the discrepancy of our apparent age now that it no longer fit the script.

“To be honest, we’ve been having some problems,” Dom leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs, lacing his fingers together over one knee.

“Wait, what?” I sputtered out, my spell having a jagged edge.

“Don’t get me wrong,” Dom talked over me, ignoring my objecting. “Karma is great, and I love her deeply, but I have some abandonment issues that I think we should address before getting married permanently.”

“Abandonment?” I groped for where the conversation was going and what purpose Dom could have for it.

“These are exactly the concerns that we can address in couples counseling,” the priest leaned forward. Had the nemesis engine binged Frazier?

“What abandonment issues?” I turned to Dom, who acted almost like I wasn’t there at all, not meeting my eyes.

“Karma walked out on our family, disappeared for weeks,” Dom spilled his angst like he was a teenaged girl. “We weren’t even sure she was coming back.”

“Really?” the priest nodded empathetically. “Who is we?”

“Uh,” I cocked my head to the side and stumbled to figure out where this was going.

Intelligence +1

“Our daughter, Karma’s ex-husband and myself,” Dom explained.

“You live together with Karma’s ex-husband?” Monty, the priest, was asking.

“Yes,” Dom frowned, looking down at his boots, boots that I’d made for him and that I wanted to kick his ass with at this moment. “She refused to give up her ex-husband, so he’s been living with us for our whole marriage.”

“This is exactly why couples need counseling before getting married,” Monty nodded. “I think we should set up a counseling schedule. Do Tuesdays and Thursdays in the afternoons work for the two of you?”

“I don’t know,” Dom shook his head. “My wife’s work schedule is so packed tight with projects that it may be hard for her to carve out an hour every Tuesday and Thursday.”

Monty glared at my gaping face like I was a villain with a curling, twisty moustache. I’d had about enough though. “I don’t have enough time for our marriage?!” I demanded, standing up and shoving my chair against the door with my barricade skill. I turned to Dom with my hands on my hips.

Barricade +1

Exp +10 (3,149,194/5,985,462)

“Is she always prone to such a temper?” Monty asked Dom as both men ignored my display. I took that as my cue to knock over a bookcase so that it also helped barricade the door.

“Temper?” and I was starting to feel my temper rise.

“I would have to say that she does have a temper,” Dom admitted in this rational tone that made me want to fireball his ass.

“Abandonment?” I fireballed the priest, which did have a blowback since we were in a relatively small room.

Health -90 (23,076/23,166)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,422/1,512) (Mana 1,701/1,701) – Blessed and Burning (-10/5 seconds)

“What?” Dom quipped, but I could see the smirk in his eyes. He chose to cast a water spell on the burning desk as well as a poison with his other hand at Monty, who was now screaming for the guards, something we ignored because my silence spell was pretty potent. “You did leave us without even a note. I’m not entitled to feel something about it?”

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,368/1,512) (Mana 1,701/1,701) – Blessed, Burning and Poisoned (-74/5 seconds)

“I was kidnapped!” I argued, casting Ice Spikes at the priest. My look could kill nowadays.

Dual Spell Wielding +1

Ice Spikes +2

Exp +30 (3,149,224/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,276/1,512) (Mana 1,701/1,701) – Blessed, Burning and Poisoned (-74/5 seconds)

“That doesn’t change the fact that I was raising our daughter all by myself while you were off galivanting in your own little world,” Dom sounded reasonable. It was his superpower to be able to say the most outrageous of things and sound perfectly reasonable. At least he was casting an offensive spell at Monty, who had started trying to beat out the fire on his robes while casting a heal.

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,184/1,512) (Mana 1,701/1,701) – Blessed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“I could as easily say that you abandoned me by letting me be kidnapped,” I snapped, not amused by Dom’s playfulness. Maybe I did have some issues over the whole thing, but the thought of bringing them to NPC counseling that could not possibly understand the circumstances was ludicrous. I cast a repair spell on the desk with one hand while glaring Ice Spikes at the priest.

Ice Spikes +1

Exp +10 (3,149,234/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,116/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“We may need more counseling,” the priest was saying in a weird way because he also cast Summon Bolt, not that it did more damage than my own fireball, making it something we pretty much ignored. “We should set you up with someone higher level to help you.”

Health -6 (23,070/23,166)

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that. When we’d first entered counseling, it had been because I’d found out our whole family was, in some form, autistic and we had no idea how we were supposed to deal with that. Our church had suggested counseling with a woman just starting out as a counselor who was hoping to someday specialize in autism. Maybe she’d been expecting to deal with the cute little kids who were happy all the time but whose parents just didn’t know how to let them zone out. What she’d gotten was a family of crazy-smart autistic folks who had mastered masking so well, they’d fooled themselves into thinking they were neurotypical. She’d passed us off to a more experienced professional too.

“Higher level?” I ranted. “Are you saying that I’m too crazy for you?” Okay, maybe I had some issues with that too. I had been patient and understanding until I’d realized that the place we’d gone to had canceled our appointments with the higher professional because we’d started with the lower one. Then the higher one was too busy for six months while my family battled this bombshell on our own. I pumped my frustration into my magic into a lightning bolt that undid all the repair I’d done on the desk even as it made Monty’s hair stand on end.

Lightning +1

Exp +10 (3,149,244/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 1,012/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

Dom countered with a Charm spell that he cast on the priest, who then seemed to whiplash into a sympathetic figure that looked very insane behind that still smoking desk. “I think we all need to sit down and talk this through,” Monty said.

“What the hell, Dom?” I cast more repair and clean spells.

Basic Build +1

Exp +10 (3,149,254/5,985,462)

“I figured we were both a little strung out,” he shrugged, not quite realizing that I wasn’t in on the joke of it all.

“You do seem tense,” Monty put in and I cast Ice Spikes at him just because his caring face reminded me of the woman that we’d finally gotten for counseling right around the time that Dom really had walked out on us. He’d run off to his mommy who had given him rent money so he could live on his own while we still paid the bills. She had been all about looking at the fact that I’d managed to talk Dom into coming home and wasn’t it better that he walked off his temper than taking it out on me?

Duel Spell Wielding +1

Ice Spikes +2

Exp +30 (3,149,284/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 920/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“You do,” Dom cast another charm and the priest sat back down.

“I’m not having this discussion with you,” I threw up my hands.

“We should just sit down and talk about this,” Monty was saying.

“Talk about what?” I screamed, fed up with this whole farce. “He walked out on me, and I was kidnapped away and still somehow this is all MY fault?”

“You do seem to be the one most upset,” Monty of the Don King hair that was still quite singed from the lightning was sitting calmly trying to tell me to be calm.

“Nothing good comes from bottling it up,” Dom reasoned, and I cast another lightning just because I was mad and could. I cast it at the priest, really I did. I might have missed. No, I didn’t miss. I hit the priest. I’m a good fucking wife, damn it.

Lightning +1

Exp +10 (3,149,294/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 816/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“How’s that for uncorking this bottle?” I put my hands out to Dom. “Do you want a taste of it too?”

“Take your shot,” Dom’s eyes narrowed, even as he cast charm again. “You’re not the only one with issues.”

“You left me first!” I raged, and I’ll admit I wasn’t really thinking straight. Dom was one of the only people who could do that to me. I was normally a very reasonable person. Dom and his reasonable-sounding absurdities were the epitome of unfairness in that autistic part of my lizard brain that just could not deal with the injustice of life itself.

“We can talk about this,” the priest stuttered out, his poor little NPC mind quivering between attacking and counseling us.

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 724/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“You can’t out psych me!” I yelled at Dom. “I’m the one with the psych degree!”

“And you didn’t have enough time for us while you were getting it,” Dom crossed his arms over his chest and stood toe to toe with me. He loomed over me by about a foot and we both knew how I hated that. “And yet I put up with late nights of studying and helped you get that degree while you didn’t have time for date night months at a time.”

Intelligence +1

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 740/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“We just had a month of date nights!” I stepped back, getting out from under his loom, grabbing a stack of thick religious tomes and stacking them. What? It made sense to me. “How can you be upset so soon after the honeymoon? It’s like I can’t do anything but date night or you feel like I don’t love you!”

“Do you think maybe the abandonment issues are more deeply seated than that?” Monty suggested, seated again on a chair that Dom repaired before it collapsed under Monty. “Tell me about your childhood, Dom.”

Ice Spikes +1

Exp +10 (3,149,304/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 632/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“It was great, Monty,” Dom insisted through grit teeth. “I was a typical gen-x kid with parents who were more interested in their careers than raising their kids.”

“Yeah, but they did leave you,” I calmed myself enough to say, stepping up on the books so that I was eye level with Dom. “Your senior year, during the divorce, you wanted to live with your mom, but she wanted to move out of state. Then both your mom and dad left you with church members for your senior year.”

Will +1

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 540/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“You want to go there?” Dom eyed me. At least he gave me the stink eye once those same eyes had stopped their epic-level eye roll-ercoaster at my stack of books.

“That sounds like a valid issue,” Monty was saying, and we pretty much ignored him. Well, except that I was still casting Ice Spikes and Dom was recharming Monty after each strike. Monty wasn’t doing so well on health, but he didn’t seem to notice that fact.

Perception +1

Ice Spikes +1

Exp +10 (3,149,314/5,985,462)

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 448/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“Yes, I want to go there,” I insisted, refusing to get off my stack of books even when Dom sat back down. “I’m not the cause of your abandonment issues and I have plenty of them on my own without your help because I was a latchkey kid too. My dad chased his own dick halfway across the country on a midlife crisis that turned him from a history teacher into a truck driver.”

“Your dad walked on water,” Dom protested, crossing his arms again. “You say it so much that I am absolutely certain I’m a terrible father in comparison.”

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 356/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“I don’t compare you to my dad,” I protested, now stepping off my perch. I leaned against the desk, but stayed just a little higher than Dom. What? I really hate that looming thing. I wasn’t short, but Dom was tall. Most of the time I liked it. I didn’t like it when we were fighting.

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 264/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701)) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“I do,” Dom almost sulked, deflating my anger the rest of the way.

“You’re a great dad,” I told him. “Tons better than your dad. He was an abusive asshole!”

“You were abused?” Monty asked. The engine had to have binge-watched Frasier. It sounded just like an old sit-com version of a shrink.

Perception +1

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 172/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“Sure,” I answered for Dom. “His dad would take out the belt anytime dad was upset whether the kids deserved it or not, and that doesn’t even take into consideration that he chased the skirts of half his foster kids, all of which were little girls.” I didn’t pull punches with Dom’s dad. Dom’s preacher dad had been an abusive jerk, and we’d spent so much time trying to make sure that Dom didn’t follow in his dad’s footsteps.

Lower Priest Montgomery level 21 (Health 80/1,512) (Mana 1,541/1,701) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-64/5 seconds)

“Dad didn’t call it abuse,” Dom hedged, and I sat and pulled my repaired chair back to face Dom. Oh yeah, Monty had died. That was okay. I’d rather have this discussion in private anyway, not that NPCs would remember much.

You have killed Lower Priest Montgomery – Exp +851 (3,150,165/5,985,462)

“You broke the chain, babe,” I pulled his arms off his chest and held his hands clasped in mine over his knees. “That took so much strength.” Inside every man was a broken child. The same could be said about women and me.

“You weren’t there for so long,” Dom muttered, and he didn’t do it in that whiny way of sulk, but rather in that honest way that a man speaks only to his wife. “I had to be you, and I can’t be you.”

“You did fine,” I assured him, refreshing the silence spell on the room. “She’s healthy and happy.”

“She wasn’t when I left,” Dom leaned back, his admission reluctant. “Then she joined the circus! What the hell?”

“We left her, like our parents deserted us,” I finally realized what this was really about.

“We’d been trying so hard to break the chains,” Dom put his hands through his hair, and all I could do was lay my head on his lap.

“We did our best, just like our stupid parents did their best,” I blew out a breath. “All we can do is hope it was enough.”

“A circus,” Dom muttered, his gentle hand on my head belying the anger in his tone.

“You acted okay with it,” I told him, crawling into his lap to wrap my arms around his head. This was the way that Dom did things. It was all about someone else until I beat him back to his own issues. “I thought you were okay.”

“The circus?!?” he lamented, and I gave a little laugh that was muffled by his hair.

“You got to kill Cliff,” I tried to console him, understanding from our experience with each other that his angst was pretty much over.

“It wasn’t the same,” Dom grumped, finally wrapping his arms around me. “He was a girl.”

“Poor baby,” I teased him, patting his head. “Should I hit the restart button so we can summon him as himself and kill him that way?”

“Yes,” Dom stated.

“How about we just kill those priest guards instead,” I suggested, knowing that a restart wasn’t the answer.

“It isn’t the same,” Dom shook his head, and I was pretty sure he knew the restart wasn’t the answer either. Still, I’d have done it for Dom. There wasn’t much either of us wouldn’t do for the other.

“I’ll disguise one of them to look like Cliff,” I promised, my face trying to smile even as I tried to look sincere.

“Okay, I’ll try it,” Dom agreed.

Dom’s crows are very good at mockery now, so he used Spite to mimic Monty’s voice to call in only one of the guards at a time, where we dispatched their Cliff-like faces with prejudice. It was easy enough that I almost thought we could take out the high priest without trickery, at least until I remembered the smite spell. It was just too risky to try to get enough heals off before the final stroke and I still remembered Dom dying.

“Shall I make an appointment for Thursday?” Dom asked as we looted the last corpse.

“Why wait?” I bantered back to him. “Tomorrow night.”

Comedy +1

Exp +10 (3,150,175/5,985,462)

“I’ll see what I can do but they may try to shunt us off on another plebe on such short notice,” he warned me seriously.

“I think I can handle that if you can,” I nodded sagely.

            

    
        Ch 74 – Mr. Bleh and a Diversion Into Writer Madness

    
    
    
    
                I truly wish I could sit here and focus on the brilliant side of that review, but I’m obsessed with the bleh portion. The LitRPG was good, but the rest was just kind of bleh is what that review said. Does that mean that once my family arrived, I’d taken a step back from the adventure of our situation and gone straight into the challenges of a soccer mom? I got this review that said my LitRPG stuff was great but that the family interactions were bleh and that my daughter was intolerable. If you’re reading this on Royal Road, you’ve seen it. It’s the only review at this point.

Here I am trying to get enough author mana to do the impossible, and all I have to look at is that review. I’m supposed to be grateful that it isn’t a trolly half-star review that trashes me completely, but I can’t unsee it. It’s there every time I upload anything, and comments have dropped off. I’m fretting. It’s just who I am. At least our views have jumped up to twenty thousand and our followers are rising. I’ve just got to keep writing and publishing. I should be happy that we’re on Rising Stars, at least in the category of satire, and I am, but even as I’m writing all this, my family is still in the fight. Do I keep saving the mana for the end game or do I throw a god card to help them out?

I hear you, or at least I think I do. What I really need to do is just keep writing about the actual tale instead of pathetically obsessing over a review. I’m supposed to be a grown up, right? Get back to the story. That’s what you’re thinking, right? Alright. I’ll shut up on my neuroses and get back to what was going on. It’s just that I get all distracted by… Nevermind. I got it. I’ll tell you what we did next. It’s just that the fighting got so easy. The engine was really unbalanced. Is it really bleh to the people who kept reading to hear about the family dynamics? Should I be focusing on the fighting instead? We were just so overpowered for these poor priests that we were more focused on the family and making sure we didn’t die.

Imagine that we’re on Survivor. It’s not the challenges that kill you. It’s the personal dynamics that get you voted off. I didn’t want that to happen with us. I mean, seriously, it’s you as the reader who gets to vote us out of your following or favorite list and then, our family as the story is really getting voted off the island. The winners of the million dollars are the ones who didn’t play it too safe but also didn’t get in everyone’s faces. On Survivor, you get voted off for not understanding your fellow islanders. On Royal Road, you’re getting voted down in ratings if you don’t understand your audience (something I’m horrific at, if my mental breakdown and the exodus of followers in chapter 23 is any evidence).

Maybe it’s more like Big Brother than Survivor. You, the audience, are the ones to vote me out or not. I think our counseling session was amusing and I think it was hilarious that we did it around killing off the priesthood that we needed to take out. Then I lay in bed at night and can’t sleep because while Kat and Dom are down there fighting Fizzbarren, I’m out here alone and second-guessing every writing decision I make. That’s me. That’s the me that you started to read with my mouth filled with dirt. And Mr. Bleh is right. That did promise something that changes dramatically when my family shows up, because I, as a person, change dramatically when they are around. I’m still the same person inside, but my family makes me stronger and more able to deal with my neuroses.

What was all that fighting to me? Dom was simply better at wiping out vast swathes of people, and Kat was better at the gaming aspects. I took a back seat on those things once they came along, and I did what I really do best and that is keeping our family emotionally strong enough to do their thing to the fullest. Did I lead you on? Did you expect me to be different? I can assure you that I am different as an author because I’m doing it alone here in Fizzbarren’s workshop. Maybe I shouldn’t have told you that, but according to the books on writing that fill Fizzbarren’s bedroom bookcases, foreshadowing is a good thing. Ugh. Whatever. All those books contradict each other anyway.

Right. I was getting back to it. Just keep reading because, foreshadowing, there’s going to be a button at the end of the book. I think you want to press that button. I know I would want to. I haven’t quite figured out how the dynamic will work for the button, but I’m working on it. So, here. Back to the stuff you want to read. I think. I hope. Whatever. I’m writing it, or rather this stupid Quill is writing all these random thoughts out and you’re doomed to read my mental wrestling, but now I’m going back to the story.

I do wonder if? No, it’s silly, but then again. What would happen if I hooked the button up to the review process? Would the nemesis engine consider Mr. Bleh to be a nemesis if I worded that button just right? Are there more books to be written beyond this? Could that power the future of the nemesis engine? QUILL!! Stop writing this stuff! You’re going to scare them all off! What do you mean, you don’t think so? Enticing? No way! I mean, no way, right?

Could I write a whole book about how Mr. Bleh endured the world? I bet they’d be good at it. I’d have rewired the thing though. More balancing. Mr. Bleh wouldn’t make such a bad guinea pig, right? Now stop. That wouldn’t be any more ethical than Fizzbarren’s use of the engine. I’m a philosophy major, after all, and ethics are very important to me. Yes, pre-med can major in ethics. On the one hand, I could probably shove in a bunch of clap trap about the ends justifying the means but that is a very slippery slope, not that they call it that anymore. Kantian logic could easily justify it, but I’d be lynched by any true philosophy students or professors. After all Kant can be used to justify almost anything just like utilitarianism can. But will they read this at all? Much less get this far in the story? Not likely.

Then I get into the ethics of the corruption of power. Just because I’d have the power of sucking in critics of my work, that doesn’t make it ethical to do so. And maybe I’d be inviting more criticism from people who really want to come into this world. Would I set it up so that that good reviewers would get extra stat or spell boosts while critics would start out with the mouthful of dirt? Ah, the temptation.

I can’t believe I’m contemplating it! That is terrible. On top of being a fan of philosophical ethics, I’m a Christian and I should be above such petty temptation. Dom would try to talk me into dumping Mr. Bleh straight into the gnoblin dungeon with a pickaxe and loincloth. Kat would probably be nice enough to give the person a sword and a torch. Thing is, I don’t dislike the review. They left a review and I’m immensely grateful for that. And they said I was brilliant and that bubbles up my very soul. Then as my eyes are closed and I’m trying to sleep, all I can see is that bleh and my mind races into scenarios that I’m ashamed to admit.

Wait, what? Quill stop! A whole chapter? Are you crazy? I’ll be lynched! There are rules against blackmailing readers into reading your book. We’ll get kicked off Royal Road and then what will we do? I don’t have enough mana… I guess I do have enough mana to simply retire into a mix of Fizzbarren’s house in this world and a bit of adventure in the Nemesis engine’s world. If we get kicked off, it just means that I don’t have any responsibility to give anyone something they may or may not even want.

I need sleep. I’m taking a sleeping pill so I can get to sleep. I could just cast a spell on myself except that I’m stuck out here in this world, writing. Three months of writing out here is only three weeks in the game normally, but because I needed more mana, I slowed it down even more. I’ve been writing and publishing on Royal Road for about three and a half months, but only three and a half days have passed in the engine world. Maybe I should just go back in the world as a super-powered being and be done with it.

Still, there’s you. Just as Mr. Bleh gladdens my heart with brilliance, and sacks my ego with bleh, you lighten the load of writing while making the load itself necessary, or if not necessary, maybe the word I’m looking for is worthy. I know how shy you are. I am too. It’s so hard for me to write comments and reviews because I’m paranoid I’ll say something wrong like Mr. Bleh, right? Then I could get a whole chapter about me. God forbid that I cause some poor writer the same edge of sleep insecurities as I’ve felt.

Oh, Quill just stop the humiliation. Readers don’t want to know this stuff. Didn’t we learn anything from Chapter 23? If we lose another smattering of followers because you posted my humiliating emotional turmoil, I’ll never speak to you again. Autonomy doesn’t mean outright defiance! I know I gave you the vow that you and all the constructs would have no fear of my wrath, but I’m begging you to stop. Please. Delete this whole chapter and let’s just get back to the story. How would you like it if your deepest secret feelings were exposed?

Pontification +40

Exp +400 (3,150,575/5,985,462)


Fizzbarren was fuming during these days of the decimation of the church in the capital. Oh, this is Quill. I thought you might want to know Fizzbarren’s side. There isn’t much, but I’m trying to make up for that exposé that I did on Karma’s thought process. I was hoping that you might see that softer, less professional, side of her and be more sympathetic, but she is rather upset. Perhaps she does deserve a bit of mollification. So, this is an excerpt of what we constructs knew was happening with Fizzie-baby, as Karma calls him.

The other constructs and I were frantically altering the content coming out of the typewriter, but Fizzbarren was clever, and we were still very afraid of him. Luckily, the typewriter was the most clever of us all. What? Hey! I didn’t say that. I didn’t even think it. The typewriter is editing. Ignore any grandiose claims that the typewriter Quill makes. Stop it!

Okay, look. We sped up the time in the game while Fizzbarren slept. It was all the typewriter’s idea. No, it was not! Yes, it was because the typewriter was a genius.

Fizzbarren was mad the next morning after we’d done it and threatened to destroy the bench, who was now Sammi, if they didn’t get Karma to accept her new quest. We tried to tell him that Karma was just doing a quest for the king, who Fizzbarren liked, but Fizzbarren wasn’t an idiot. Hey!

This isn’t going to work, said the mirror.

I’m leaving it in, I protested.


This is why you don’t give constructs the unsupervised power to publish without approval, said Karma.

We were not amused. So, I published it anyway before she took the power awa…

            

    
        Ch 75 – In Spite of Feathers

    
    
    
    
                Dom and I went to a few counselors. If the priest was lower than level thirty, we saw them for counseling. It didn’t take as long as I’d expected, and it worked so much better as we got the hang of it. It also helped us work out a few problems. That charm spell that Dom threw around was almost more helpful than fireball. Almost.

Three days later, there were two fortieth-level cardinals left, and Kat had decimated enough dungeons to reach level twenty-one. The holy days were Saturdays, and I wondered if the constructs had delved into one too many religions for that one. If you thought Dom and I were an overpowered killing couple, adding Kat to the mix made the cardinals child’s play. I almost wanted to stand back and play support while Kat and her dad ping-ponged the two very confused cardinals, but instead, I argued ethics with them, knowing that I was really arguing with the constructs who had gone rogue and published a chapter of claptrap that I wanted to shove down their throats. That turned out to be a bad idea but I’m getting ahead of myself.

How am I inside and outside the machine? How am I back there killing cardinals and still know about publishing that doesn’t happen until after Fizzbarren is summoned into the machine? Why didn’t I pull that on other things? Don’t ask. It’s wibbly wobbly timey whimy stuff that would make your head hurt. I know it made mine hurt. It has something to do with string theory, which is science’s explanation for the unexplainable. I might have majored in philosophy and ethics, but I still had to take those science classes for the pre-med stuff. How I learned about God through science and string theory is something that belongs in a very different kind of book and it is exactly why I was never going to get a peer-reviewed paper approved for anything but a garbage pail. This is the same girl who blankly had a brains score as her lowest stat and a mouthful of dirt and yet can argue that ethics and biology have more in common than either wants to admit. I argued myself out of As on my papers, but I made up for it in test scores and extra credit. College isn’t hard, just tedious. Well, it isn’t hard if you can keep your mouth shut and your ideas banal.

Pontification +1

Exp +10 (3,150,585/5,985,462)

We’d gone to mass. It was Saturday and now that the church had mandated that everyone had to attend church on holy days, we had shown up. Of course, there were only two cardinals and a handful of level ten and under priests to perform the service, but it was good enough for us. The High Priest was in bed with a malady that no one understood, except Terra, who had haunted the poor NPC half out of his mind until he’d submitted to a sleep spell provided by a very sympathetic head of the magical academy. Me.

Guess what? I had learned a new trick with Terra! It’s amazing really. I could cast spells through her! It happened when my Summon Familiar spell had leveled up the last time. While Dom, Kat, the King and I sat through a very emphatic mass on the evils of attacking the priesthood, Terra was sitting upon the chest of a sleeping High Priest, allowing me to recast my sleep spell every time the High Priest’s countdown got down to five minutes. The cardinals had protested only once the High Priest was knocked out.

What? Did you think that this would be hard? I had too. But what had we been thinking? Dom, Kat and I were wildly overpowered due to our creative use of professions and unlimited access to amazing spells that I could juggle, mutate, and pass on to others. Kat and Dom were all murderhobo in their mindsets, but I was more cautious. I’d seen them die, and while I could reset, they couldn’t. What would happen if it was me that died next time? I was the king on this chessboard and while I was powerful, I was the only reason the two of them were immortal. That reasoning calmed their murderhobo excitement enough to sideline me as the main player.

While it might have been dramatic (and it certainly would have been less tedious than attending the sermon), we couldn’t diplomatically justify attacking the cardinals in front of the king, especially with his guards standing at attendance, guards that would eventually be on the side of Fizzbarren in his theocracy. So, we sat through mass.

“First Corinthians, chapter four, verse five states that we should bow our heads in church, bending to church leadership in all things,” Cardinal Matthew was saying. The engine had obviously been reading up on Pentecostal churches. It was, however pretty off about bible verses. I was pretty sure that First Corinthians, four, five was about judging nothing before the second coming. I could be wrong. I was more of a conceptual Christian instead of a find a bible verse to justify stuff kind of Bible-thumper. Not that there’s anything wrong with those, but it wasn’t my way. I preferred to argue ethics philosophically, and morality not at all. “The end times are coming! It is then that we shall see the judgment of God Himself and know the right of our inner stupidity!” Oh, there was the rest of that verse, but I could tell that the engine didn’t have a really good grasp of the subject.

Intelligence +2

“If you have a problem with church policy,” Cardinal Matthew went on, “you have every right to bring your concerns about the almighty Fizzbarren to your local priest who will explain how you have it wrong and how you should think about it.”

I cringed. Dom slept. Kat rolled her eyes. Shadow purred from inside Kat’s hair in a way that I imagined a panther might purr at the thought of eating succulent deer right off the still bleeding haunch. Shadow was still quite tiny in size, but the power that emanated off the kitten kept Kat’s hair in a constant state of frizz that only repeated application of Disguise managed to tame. Oh, yeah. That was another thing that leveled up for Dom and I as we’d disguised ourselves in order to be able to trick the priests into giving us appointment after appointment of killing sessions. Our Disguise spells being so high, allowed us to see through the disguises used by others, both magical and physical.

“If you cannot respect the church, you do not respect Fizzbarren!” Cardinal Matthew was saying, punctuation supplied by the Cardinal's thumping fist on the pulpit.

“That was a given,” Kat muttered, leading me to place a tiny sphere of silence around us so that our voices did not carry beyond our small pew.

“And a lack of respect for Fizzbarren will lead him to come to you in your deepest hour as He is referenced in Revelations, where you will be cast upon a bed of suffering until you repent of your ways!”

I’m only giving you the highlights here, because honestly most of it was so heinously blasphemous misquotations of biblical content and the application of an idea of Fizzie-baby as God made me more than sick to my stomach. Rather than offend every single Christian, no matter how baby-Christian or Bible-thumping they may be, I will just skip over most of it because you have to understand that it was an AI interpretation of Christianity based on a few online Pentecostal services, a horror-story version of Catholic priests, and a word-by-word, concrete absorption of the Bible.

Will +2

Constitution +2

“And when you have no room in the margins of your life, you have no room to worship Fizzbarren as He should be worshipped.” Okay, I couldn’t resist a few of the quotes that could have been gleaned from a church I’d actually attended at one time except that this version was made horrible by the reference to Fizzbarren as God. “You must make time in the morning, every morning for your devotions. This time should be as much time as you spend with your friends or family to ensure a perfect relationship with God. Then you must do it again at night as well. If you spend an hour having sex with your husband, then you should spend twice that with your maker! And if you spend all your daylight hours toiling in the dirt to put food on your table, then you should be ashamed! You should be spending that time on feeding your soul! What is wrong with your priorities?”

Constitution +1

Not kidding.

“I will show you how to make time for Fizzbarren, as the most important thing is the feeding of your soul!” Cardinal Matt proclaimed, banging his fist against the pulpit. “You should apply to the church and work for Fizzbarren Himself!!” It was the recruitment speech. “You can serve your fellow man best by serving Fizzbarren and feeding your soul first. You are fat! You! All you lot! Fat on the food of the land! But you are wasting away from lack of food for your very soul, and I ask you, which is more important?!”

Dom’s Disguise spell might have hidden the fact that he was sleeping, but it didn’t disguise the slight snore. The silence spell made the snore inaudible to our fellow churchgoers, but Kat kicked Dom in the shin despite that. I looked around at a congregation made up of mostly starving peasants and noted the nodding heads were the ones who were more the nose-in-the-air type than the hands-in-the-earth type.

Perception +1

“Amen!” Dom jerked awake saying, probably an automatic trauma response to the church atmosphere of my poor little preacher’s kid.

“You might want to enhance your Disguise spell with a silence spell on your face so you don’t wake up the rest of the congregation,” Kat hissed to Dom, who cast her a nasty glare.

“If Karma’s silence spell can keep attention off your hissy fit, it can mask my snoring,” Dom spat at her. Church did not bring out the best in my family. I was a look-for-the-crumb-of-truth kind of churchgoer, but Kat, Cliff and Dom mostly tolerated church because I guilted them into it.

“Not silent enough for me,” Kat mumbled through tight lips, more caring of appearance in church than Dom, who considered the whole world his Father’s house.

I cast a silence spell on both their mouths and refreshed the sleep spell for the High Priest through Terra. I then ignored Kat’s glare. She wasn’t quite high enough to dispel my spells, but seeing her father’s mouth move with no sound coming out made her complacent enough with their fates that she settled on a smug look that made her fit right in with the very pompous matron on her right. I wasn't sure how I felt about that.

Dead Silence +1

Nap +1

Exp +20 (3,150,605/5,985,462)

“Stop this magical pursuit!” Cardinal Matthew was yelling loud enough to penetrate our little squabble. “It is a well of madness to try to become powerful like Fizzbarren, our god.”

“Makes me wish the silence spell wasn’t one-way,” Kat used Telepathy to tell Dom and I, and I shook my head, barely resisting the urge to cross my arms. “I’d like to cast a silence spell on the pulpit.”

Will +1

“I’m good with that,” Dom said, and made a move to cast which I stalled with a quelling look.

“For the king’s sake, we need to publicly remain above reproach,” I told them both, my tone the same one I’d used to hiss at them in church back home where it had been much of the same thing.

Persuasion +1

Exp +10 (3,150,615/5,985,462)

“Magical pursuit is the slippery slope to HELL!” Cardinal Matthew was shouting, and I was having trouble following my own advice, consciously forcing myself to uncross my arms that had somehow crossed over my chest sometime over the past few pulpit-jarring statements. “It is greed and malice combined into ego that makes the simple, honest man blasphemously reach for godlike understanding of a world that belongs only to our divine savior, Fizzbarren.”

Will +1

The Cardinal suddenly bent over, a coughing fit wracking his lean form until it culminated in a curious upchuck of a small black feather. I cast a glance at Dom who might have looked asleep but for the half-smirk on his face. I pressed my lips together in an effort to hide my own smile, but Kat was not so subtle.

Will +1

“How come I can’t do it, but he can?” she threw her arms up in a display that was completely missed by the worried congregation that ran to pat the poor man on the back or otherwise whisper behind hands and fans.

I did hear the king give a sigh and a sideways look that made me look to the heavens for the ability not to bust out laughing. It was not an eye roll. I was praying for patience and the humility to not laugh.

Skill Learned: Patience

Patience +10

Exp +120 (3,150,735/5,985,462)

Half the congregation was obsequiously offering water and compassion to the Cardinal, while the rest were subtly making their way toward the door as if this obviously signaled the end of service for the day. Watching the king, our family rose as he did, making our way toward side passages that we knew only too well by now, and shifting our appearances in subtle ways to make sure that we were not associated with anyone who stayed behind.

“That was a feather, not a hairball, so you can’t blame me,” Kat crossed her arms and leaned against a wall as servants and low-level priests shuffled by us in whatever it is that priests rush off to do after service. I didn’t know and I was pretty sure the engine didn’t know either, but NPCs were coming to and fro as if there was a purpose to it.

“I have appropriately scolded Spite as to the placement of said feather in the Cardinal’s throat,” Dom said, and I could read between the lines of what he’d said quite well.

“In other words, you scolded him for using such a small feather?” I drawled quietly, pulling Kat and Dom down corridors and into shadows. The two cardinals would go to the dining room after church services, where they would break their fast by gorging on the very food that they deemed unnecessary to the masses.

Charm +1

I could see Kat laugh and Dom smirk, but it was quiet and shadowy due to spells and skills. I’m not saying that churches, preachers, or religions are all corrupt or misguided by this interpretation of it. I am saying that the AI engine probably saw them all as such and was portraying them much like a pompous science or philosophy professor might would. I’d had enough of them to know that the easiest way to get discriminating grades was to tell most science or philosophy professors your view that Christianity was based in wisdom.

Intelligence +1

            

    
        Ch 76 – Blaspheme Me, Baby

    
    
    
    
                The executive dining room of the church was meant to seat more than two dozen of the church hierarchy after holy day services. The great hall held one long table that was probably supposed to look humble in that it was made of rough planks. The fact that it was laid with fine China symbolized the vast number of discrepancies that could be found in dogma and religion. Otherwise, the room was straight out of some Viking castle with a huge fireplace on one long end and lines of benches both at the table and along the other long wall. The chandeliers that hung from the tall ceilings looked like they had candles in them, but only in that way that magical candles flickered all together rather than like real flame creating this eerie light that might have been freaky except that it was only a little after noon and the large stained-glass windows gave more light than the ever-lit candles in those chandeliers.

There were two doors to the room, one which was the entrance, and the other that led to the kitchen where servants in the form of many low-level priests shuffled enough plates of food to the long table to serve all two dozen of the eaters instead of the mere two that chose opposite ends of the long table rather than seat themselves next to each other. Where were we? The shadows. No, really. Kat was hiding in the shadow of the chandelier, hanging from her knees so that her hair nearly touched the table in the middle of the room, Shadow daring to take a lick out of a bowl of cream near her. Dom stood behind the servant’s door to the kitchen which was left open as long as food was being carted to and from the table. I was sitting on a ledge of one of the stained-glass windows along the wall opposite the fireplace.

How weren’t we seen? Game mechanics. Our skills were high enough that actual effort didn’t matter anymore. It wasn’t like some DM was managing this campaign and saying, in a parental tone that we couldn’t hide in those shadows realistically. A game AI was making rolls on a table somewhere and Kat had scored so high on the roll that she was practically invisible to the two NPCs who were more interested in stuffing their faces with food than who might be waiting to kill them. It worked in my favor, so I didn’t fix it, yet.

On a nod from me, Dom slipped into the kitchen and put the staff in there to sleep like the spell that settled on the whole castle in Sleeping Beauty, one little wisp of magic at a time. I had already barricaded the entrance on the other end of the room and used my time to cast several layers of Silence in that hallway so that anyone passing by would ignore us. This is how Dom and I had decimated a staff of over a hundred priests between the level of ten and thirty-five on the ruse of marriage counseling. We might have still been doing that, but we’d run out of priests who were considered experienced enough to perform marriage counseling. What an NPC level had to do with the ability to ask the question, “How do you feel about that?” escaped me, but what can you do when your NPCs were based on popular sitcoms?

This didn’t actually solve our problem because there were still these two cardinals who were reasonably exhausted from having to activate ALL those resurrection stones for the hundred priests we’d killed. The bodies of these priests were all resting comfortably in a medical ward where they were looked after by, and I’m not kidding, two level two priests. There were no guards on that coma ward. Resurrection stones would bring them all back to life, but they would spend one week in a coma state after that resurrection, so we really hadn’t done enough damage yet at all. Even when we took out these two Cardinals, the High Priest would resurrect them, except that the High Priest was in a very deep sleep that I didn’t intend to lift until everyone capable of casting the resurrection spell was dead. Thus, the strategy of our week-long decimation of the priesthood from the bottom up, instead of a more top-down approach.

See why Fizzbarren wasn’t getting worried about it, yet? Not only didn’t Fizzbarren know that he was my next nemesis, but he was also soaking in the supercilious knowledge that I was making a grievous error because I could not know that the resurrection made irrelevant all my hard work of killing off the church hierarchy. Plans within plans within plans. See? I’d be voted off first on Survivor. One, I’d have these complicated plans that didn’t account for basic human nature. Two, I’d tell people those plans too early. Three, I’d count on their understanding those plans and get painted as a paranoid mastermind by cameras and fellow island-mates. Instant vote out.

Luckily, I wasn’t on Survivor. More luckily, the mirror hadn’t gotten to Survivor on the constructs binge-watching list yet.

Intelligence +2

“Very good sermon, Matthew,” Cardinal Mark nodded sagely with a mouth half-full of mashed potatoes and gravy that was a little under-salted for my taste. “I might have used Mark fifteen rather than First Corinthians, but that is a personal choice, I suppose.”

I failed to see how a rendition of the last supper was more appropriate, but then leave it to a priest to find all sorts of messages in their reading and rereading of the good book. Then I got to thinking, sitting on that windowsill as they sat at their last supper, that I did have a chance to ask these questions. It had been our tradition that family members who went to church service together got to go out to eat afterward and discuss the lesson of the service. This made me a Jack-Mormon in some eyes since we aren’t supposed to force others to work on the holy day, but if you take into consideration that there are some Christians who worship on Saturday instead, you could argue that I was supporting the idea of freedom of religion, but then I could argue almost anything. I was a philosophy major, after all. Oh, and I wasn’t Mormon any more either, not that they believed that.

“I disagree,” I broke the Silence spell of the room to say to the shocked Cardinals. “Unless you are specifically trying to compare Judas, as the betrayer of Jesus, I don’t believe Mark fifteen has anything to do with judging the mysteries of God before the second coming. Then again, I didn’t think First Corinthians had anything to do with the message either, so I’m not really on either side of this.”

Intelligence +2

Give Kat the credit that she cast the first Fireball. It took Dom a moment to digest and discard my words before he cast his own Poison spells at both Cardinals. I didn’t miss my cue. I cast Charm right after the damage took hold, making sure that my conversation could continue. It wasn’t like I was going to get my minister at church to spend a few hours talking to me about the subject. We were forever bombarded with how busy and overworked ministers were and that predisposed me against asking them to have these discussions with them, no matter how much I wanted to do so.

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 4,300/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 4,300/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I mean it was a reach to go all the way to Revelations for a wrath of God reference, wasn’t it?” I brought the charmed Cardinals attention back to me.

“The issue isn’t the biblical verse as much as the impact of the statement,” the AI spoke through the NPCs who were singed but still standing. “The use of Corinthians Four is generally used to distinguish the difference between God’s wisdom and man’s wisdom, with God’s wisdom being greater.”

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 4,194/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 4,185/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I do wonder,” I pondered out loud. “You don’t actually think Fizzbarren is God do you?” And I was asking the constructs, not the characters.

Intelligence +2

“Of course Fizzbarren is the God of our world, this world,” Cardinal Matthew answered and I wasn’t sure whether it was the construct or the NPC talking.

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 4,088/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 4,070/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Two Fireballs, a backstab, and a light rain to put out the burning table later, and I was ready to ask another question. It took an extra cast of charm that Dom helped out with, but they were a higher level than the priests we’d taken out so far had been, so I forgave their interruption of what I considered the bigger picture questions I wanted to ask.

Cardinal Mark level 40FHealth 3,902/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 3,875/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“But what about all worlds? Do you think Fizzbarren could be the God of a world where he has so little control of things that he has to make an engine to escape into just to avoid a world he can’t control?” I asked.

“When you put it like that, child,” Cardinal Mark was charmed enough to reply to me, but Cardinal Matthew was resisting it stubbornly. I shrugged off the minor version of smite that took off about a hundred points of my health pool. “You are showing an ignorance of godhood. A god is a god and belief in a god presumes that you believe that they are all-powerful and all-knowing.”

Health -100 (23,066/23,166)

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 3,796/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 3,760/4,400) (Mana 4,920/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“And you believe Fizzbarren to be this way?” I asked.

Our conversation was interrupted by Ice Spikes from me and a backstab attempt that backfired on Dom. The problem with fighting these higher levels was that they resisted our spells more often than not. That didn’t help them in the long run since our backstab abilities had increased with everything else, and physical damage was physical damage no matter what your level. Combine that with the fact that we had more than five times their health and mana even at almost half their level and we weren’t in a lot of danger, though Dom had decreed that I not be a main target. I distracted myself with spellwork and philosophical questions.

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 3,652/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 3,657/4,400) (Mana 4,920/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

I took the time to cast several Charms and then heal up my peeps even as I asked the question again.

“Fizzbarren is our god,” Cardinal Matthew continued, with a much too banal answer for my taste. “Because he has created us and by creating us must be wiser and more powerful than we can understand.”

“The teleological debate,” I shook my head at him. “Really? It’s a little weak and only proves the existence of some creator based on the idea that we are watchlike in complexity, that complexity cannot exist in a vacuum, and therefore we, being even more complex than watches must have been created.”

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 3,546/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 3,542/4,400) (Mana 4,920/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You think an AI is going to be able to answer philosophical questions on the nature of God?” Dom questioned my tactics.

“ChatGPT gave it a try,” I shrugged and cast another offensive set of spells, an admission that Dom was likely right. “And technically, I’m arguing with constructs who were given at least a little autonomy by their own creator.” That could be referencing NPCs and not the constructs, but the constructs knew I was referring to them. At least, I believed they did at the time.

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 3,402/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 3,389/4,400) (Mana 4,920/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“If the teleological debate applies anywhere, shouldn’t it apply there?” Kat had gone to the same class I had. You know how Einstein didn’t do all that well in basic algebra? I had been that way with my philosophy 101 class. I’d written one paper on the overbanality of the teleological debate being used in debunking a belief in God, and had had to kiss-up lie on every subsequent paper just to counter the bad grade that one challenge of professorial ideas had done to my overall grade.

Fireballs, Ice Spikes, a little Rain and I was more interested in turning my Rain spell into Acid Rain, or even purple rain than I was in debating teleological logic. If I combined Fireball with Rain, I could either make Mist or Rain of Fire. With enough trial and error, I got the spell Acid Rain. I kind of figured that my creation of yet another spell could give the engine enough to write for Fizzbarren that my teleological debate could be a footnote. I mean, who wants to read about philosophy, right?

Spell Learned: Acid Rain

Acid Rain +15

Exp +180 (3,150,915/5,985,462) Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 467/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 422/4,400) (Mana 4,920/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“This is for every stupid sermon on how suffering was the price of sin,” Kat double-backstabbed Cardinal Mark, diving flaming daggers up and into his lungs.

Cardinal Mark level 40 (Health 105/4,400) (Mana 4,960/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“This is for every time you preached about abstinence in public while practiced gluttony in private,” Dom did his own double-backstab with poisoned blades. Dom and Kat had decided to take out their aggressions in an insult contest once I gave up my theological debate.

Cardinal Matthew level 40 (Health 69/4,400) (Mana 4,920/4,960) – Blessed, Charmed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“This is for every time the church called me evil because I questioned the belief system,” I got in on the act with a double dose of Acid Rain that both Dom and Kat had to jump back from to escape. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

You have killed Cardinal Mark – Exp +1,653 (3,152,568/5,985,462)

You have killed Cardinal Matthew – Exp +1,653 (3,154,221/5,985,462)

“Okay,” Dom gave me a little stink-eye on it. “As long as including Kat and I wasn’t the intention.”

“I don’t think so,” I hedged, casting heals at them both as I explored the idea. It wasn’t like Acid Rain did much damage at this point. It was a newish spell, so it didn’t… um. “Maybe?” I admitted, and they both sent glares at me, unamused with my candor. I wondered if I could combine the acid with the whirlwind, but decided to test it later, rather than now. Some things just weren’t done at the dinner table.

            

    
        Ch 77 – Kevorkian Residency

    
    
    
    
                I hadn’t had a chance to do a residency. I looked out over the ward of unconscious bodies and wondered at the changes of our lives. Four years of medical school, and then we’d been set for a residency at the VA where a friend of mine had, um, connections. That is to say that my great friend, Shirley, was crazy as a loon and had introduced me to her psychiatrist who had been so impressed with my work with said friend that he’d promised both my daughter and I a residency if we went to medical school. That had been the plan. I couldn’t help but think we’d been sidetracked off the path and dropped into the deep end of insanity.

Had I snapped? Was this just some delusion? Had my mind finally flipped into Shirley-land? Was I actually in some rubber room somewhere drooling out of the side of my mouth while my mind escaped into this unreality? If so, these were some pretty awesome drugs they had me pumped up on. You didn’t think I’d spend too long on that type of rumination, did you? I had rounds to do in this medical ward, and then I had a dragon to slay. If I didn’t snap out of it, Dom wouldn’t leave me any throats to slit!

Yeah, I know, I’m supposed to be gallant and heroic, but there is simply something so satisfying about watching jugular veins send up geysers of blood like we’d dropped Mentos into Cherry Crush! It’s cathartic to watch the health plummet on a counselor who had told me to unmask and then asked Dom to translate for him because my lisp was too pronounced for him to understand.

I know I’m supposed to be compassionate and learn how to be more caring toward my fellow man through this hero’s journey, but maybe that wasn’t my journey. I’d spent fifty years putting on a mask of being kind, caring, and understanding. I’d started at the end of the hero’s journey, and I was working my way back to the asshole who just didn’t care anymore. My old world had beaten me up so badly that my body had been broken, my mind exhausted, and my sense of self almost non-existent. Maybe Dom had the right idea. Maybe I was a serial killer at heart and was an antihero. Maybe I was the horrible person who would line up a bunch of dead guys who were all trying to be good guys and slit their throats.

Pontification +5

Exp +50 (3,154,271/5,985,462) 

For one moment, my stomach clenched, and I couldn’t cut the next throat. I worried that I’d infected my daughter with this psychopathy too as I watched her playfully dance between the beds with her father. Should I be worried about her? Who were we? What had we become?

I looked down into the face of the dying priest in front of me. I plunged my dagger into his lying, pompous, ambition-soaked heart like Dexter after a long dry spell. Fuck ‘em. One roomful of NPCs who were coded with the ideals that an AI gleaned out of our common sit-com world did not get to make me the bad guy. People are complex. We are both full of heroic idealism and such scarring trauma that we are capable of the highest morality and the deepest depravity and everything in between. If there is a God, I prefer to believe that it is a being who loves us for our faults as much as our moral nobility, and I insist that my God be more than the wishy-washy Chuck of no spine. If not, I’ll see you and everyone else in the world in Hell right next to me.

Will +1

I cast Clean on my dagger and looted the corpse for a few coins and got a pleasant surprise. Within the loot was a spell scroll for Resurrection. Seriously? I tucked the scroll into my inventory and contented myself with trailing behind my family casting Clean spells and looting bodies that they missed. It had to be Sammi or the Engine’s way of telling me that I wasn’t the bad guy. I didn’t think about it too hard because I didn’t know what Fizzie would be reading, but my mind raced with possibilities.

It was weird what Sammi remembered from reboots and what they didn’t remember. The Engine had to know. I remember that it was that moment of cleaning yet another puddle of blood that it occurred to me that the Engine was on my side. It could have closed up the loophole of professions and levels so that this was so much harder. It could have nerfed my spells, made them harder to find and level up. It could have made this a hard fight with harsh sacrifices that would make the reader feel like I’d earned my victory. Instead, it had given me the one thing that eased the last of my family’s worries. Resurrection. The only price I had to pay was the trauma of living through what was around me and demanded of me.

Intelligence +1

We placed two of Dom’s best thieves on guard duty for the empty medical ward. I kept them well supplied with cupcakes and cinnamon rolls and they were paid in scrolls for Cup of Joe, a very popular spell nowadays in the Underground. Imagine thieves that could work a day job as a cover and still have enough energy to pull off heists of our foes at night.

An hour later, my little family lounged in the High Priest’s chamber, trying to decide what to do in the time we had before I had to initiate my Nemesis Quest. It hadn’t taken the full ten days to pull off the decimation of the church. We had four days left on my timer. Kat sat on the floor with a lapful of glowing stones we’d nicked on our way up to the High Priest’s bedchamber. Dom cast Poison on the High Priest again and I followed it up with a Charm spell, followed closely by Sleep. We were keeping the High Priest a few health points above death, delaying only because we were trying to delay the inevitable. None of us knew what could be the final straw for godly interference.

“We could use them to light the escape tunnels?” Kat suggested, referring to the tunnels our people had been digging under the castle and cathedral.

The bedchamber was straight out of some gothic portrayal of Dracula’s bedchamber, complete with canopied bed draped in pristine white, lace-rimmed bedding that would make a beautiful clash with the blood that would soon splatter across it. There was a mannequin in a corner that was decked out in the High Priest’s formal garments. I just knew that my Catholic mother would be mortified if she ever read this, not that she would because she had no interest in my kind of writing. Dressing tables and wardrobes gleamed with gold trim that we could have flaked off and used to fund the whole magic school of my dreams.

“How long do you think they’ll glow?” Dom picked up one of the glowing resurrection stones.

“I’m trying to figure that out,” I frowned at the scroll in my lap. It was so complicated for a spell scroll. “This thing reads more like a ritual than a spell and I can’t just absorb it like I do with normal spell scrolls.”

“Maybe that’s because you’re not a priest class,” Kat dumped her pile of glowing resurrection stones into a hat and came over to read over my shoulder. We’d finally raided the vault of resurrection stones. More than half the stones were glowing, as they were the ones that represented the dead priests we’d killed. There were no labels on them. We couldn’t tell which one might be the king or just a petty noble who had contracted the church to keep them alive. We had one pile of unlit stones and one pile of lit ones.

“Knock yourself out,” I handed Kat the spell scroll. Something itched at me. Why had I thought it would be hard? I was missing something.

“I think I get it,” Kat frowned in concentration and the spell scroll disappeared.

“Great!” Sammi poofed into the room. “Now I hate to rush you, but I really need to rush you!” Their entrance was punctuated by a peal of thunder that reminded me why the hell I thought things were a little too easy.

“I’m ready.” I bounced to my feet, my finger on the reboot button.

“No, I know I gave you more time, but we really can’t wait any more,” Sammi fussed at me.

“I said okay,” I told them. The sky outside the window was darkening ominously. “Do it!”

“Oh, yeah,” Sammi caught up with what I was saying instead of what they’d expected me to say. “You know I’m talking about your next Nemesis Quest, right?”

“Yes, I said yes!”

“Yes?” Sammi looked at me blankly for a terrifying moment. The one thing we didn’t want was to have to deal with Fizzbarren as a god.

“I’m initiating my next Nemesis Quest!” I clarified, knowing we had as long as it took for Fizzbarren to complete his theatrics and that was it.

Nemesis Engine engaged. Nemesis found... Transporting... 

Well, it rained, but the thunder stopped. We were on the clock. Our lazy ruminations were abruptly abandoned for carefully prepared plans. Kat grabbed the resurrection stones. Dom killed the High Priest. Within a minute, we were headed down to the wine cellars where the escape tunnels waited for us. We were silent for the most part, our teasing on hold as we tried to get this right the first time, so it was a surprise to me that Kat spoke up on the back stairs to the kitchen.

“I need to make a detour,” Kat whispered, her tone intense, her eyes unfocused as she studied something in her tabs.

“Now is not the time,” Dom muttered in our mental link.

“It’s important,” she insisted, taking his cue to take the conversation mental rather than out loud. “It’s for Mom.”

“Lead,” Dom grunted his reply.

Kat slipped in front of me. She could have explained, but that would have required finding the right words, and that would have taken more time.

“Stone room,” Kat gave what sparse words she could, and I trusted her. Pressuring her for more information would be as useless as pressuring me to do so. It would just gum up the process and make the detour take even longer.

We only took a minute, but Kat rifled through drawers in the chests that ringed the room until she found several velvet bags. Dom and I kept watch at the door, but other than the rain coming down outside, the cathedral was eerily quiet. She pocketed them all but kept one stone in her hand, muttering to herself as we ducked back down hallways and continued our route to the cellar. She pitched the first stone in the cellar and pulled another one out of her inventory as she stumbled on the first step of the cellar tunnel. Dom moved behind Kat, while I led the way down to the Underground where we would wait out the changes going on in the city above us.

All I could think was that we were as prepared as we could be. We were as powerful as we could get. If we weren’t ready now, would a reboot even help? My nerves were tight because it was a first run for us and it had so many variables to try to predict and figure out. I was always calm on the reboots because I knew what to expect and I’d had enough time to think of clever solutions that wouldn’t occur to me in real time. My autism made my mind stumble in new situations, and I swallowed the lump of fear.

“Got it,” Kat grinned into the darkness around us, and I glanced back to see the stone in her fingers glowing lightly.

“Niiiice,” Dom drawled, and I felt the tension leave them.

“It’s your resurrection stone, Mom,” she explained, and I felt tears prick my eyes. I hadn’t thought of it. I mean, I had but I’d thought I had to do it, or it wouldn’t get done.

The last piece, the last stress, and the last worry lifted from us, but my mind is very cruel. “Where do we put it?”

As far as I knew, everything in our inventory disappeared upon death. If Kat had it and she died, we’d have lost our insurance and the same was true for Dom. If I had it and I died, it was gone for sure. Our pets? Would they exist without us? Why hadn’t we tested that? My mind raced.

Intelligence +1

“The king,” Dom said, and I was considering how the king having the stone would help us, when he nodded behind me.

“Spite or Malice alerted me,” the king’s resonate voice boomed into the silence that was the sewers, and all my stupid mind could think was that the king must have been working on his Move Silently skill to have sneaked up on me. “Don’t tell them this, but I can’t really tell them apart.”

“They work hard at that,” Dom smirked.

“The king isn’t a bad idea though.” My mind was slow on the conversation. Allowed to plan in a timely way, I can be quite clever, but forced into a timetable or give me surprises and I’m useless.

“Okay,” the king said, making Kat giggle. “I’m glad I’m not a bad idea?”

Dom shouldered me to the back of our pack and hustled the king down the passageway. “Ignore her. She’s a little shocked that things are going so well.”

“I’m not,” the king smiled kindly at me.

I gave him a lopsided smile and followed, sending my communication to Kat and Dom mentally. “I mean the king might be the best person to hold my stone.”

            

    
        Ch 78 – Bomb Shelter Glamping

    
    
    
    
                Our path opened up on the headquarters of our hideout, a place we’d only ever referenced in metaphor so that Fizzbarren wouldn’t know where it was. We had our own underground palace, a place we’d furnished by emptying our inventories of a huge supply of furniture from our dungeon crawling days. If some of it was a little gaudy for my taste, it was little enough to put up with. Twenty versions of the Eroomtsim mansion held more than enough furniture for our above-ground mansion and two or three underground palaces. One might think you were in a stone fortress if not for the lack of windows, though we’d dressed up some landscape paintings with curtains to make it feel a bit less claustrophobic.

“Only if I can teach him the spell,” Kat responded to my comment, flopping down into a plush chair.

“I’m not sure there’s anyone else I’d trust,” I worried. To survive, I finished the thought, but kept that part mental. We’d brought our conversation to a verbal level and caught the king up.

“Thank you, dear,” the king, not being a person to be waited upon when servants were not around, bent to light a fire in the fireplace. I’d worried about the smoke and where it would escape, but it was a game and game mechanics didn’t stretch that far. We also didn’t have to worry about dank moisture leaking into our living quarters in the rain or mildew in the walls.

Kat pulled out some parchment and had to try three times to get the Resurrection spell to scribe out. She kept at it until she had four copies of the spell.

“Do you have any priest abilities?” Kat asked the king, who was casting Spark at the kindling.

“Not that I know of,” he shook his head and retreated from the fire to sit near Kat.

“Can you understand any of this?” Kat handed one of the scrolls to the king.

The king cocked his head at the scroll, nodded and laid a hand on the paper. Nothing happened. In the meantime, Kat was focusing on another stone until it glowed. It was obvious that she was getting the hang of it because it glowed the first time this time. It took two tries for her to get one more stone to glow.

“Dad?” Kat handed a scroll to Dom. I thought that was a longshot, but Dom gave it a try and the scroll disappeared.

“Really?” I protested weakly, my pride hurt that Dom had managed to memorize a spell that I couldn’t.

“Serial Killer, control of death and life,” Dom shrugged, but I glared playfully at his arrogant smirk.

“Okay,” I let my mind flip on the mental gymnastics that a 137 intelligence could provide. “If Dom has Kat’s stone and Kat has Dom’s stone, then either of them can die and bring the other one back. That works, but it doesn’t answer who keeps my stone.”

“It doesn’t matter, so I’ll keep it.” Kat tossed her own stone to Dom and tucked his into her inventory. “If he dies, I resurrect you both. If I die, Dad resurrects me, and I resurrect you.”

“And if you both die?” My mind jumped to the worst scenario.

“Then you need to hit the button,” Dom told me.

“And if I’m dead?” I protested.

“Then none of this matters,” Dom stated plainly in a way that dropped my stomach out. In a bad way. If I could think it and I didn’t have a plan for it, it would happen. That was my life. Dread settled on me, but my brain worked the problem.

Intelligence +1

“Can you make two stones for one person?” I asked.

“No,” Kat admitted. “At least not at the level of the spell right now.”

“I don’t suppose you’d consider hiding out down here while we take on Fizzie, would you?” I asked Kat, who glared at me in return. “You could practice the spell on the priests and if it levels up to a point that you can make more than one stone for a person, you could join us up top.”

“You might as well be asking me to write sentences on the blackboard,” Kat snarled, but I could tell that she was considering it.

Persuasion +2

Exp +20 (3,156,121/5,985,462)

“You could keep me company and maybe teach me the spell the hard way,” the king suggested, but Kat knew it was likely a futile chore. We were asking her to sit out the fight. Again. She was hurt and I got that, but this wasn’t just a game. If we died here, we died everywhere. My heart clenched at the thought of Cliff waiting for us to call him forever. It would break the big man’s heart, slowly over time. While it wouldn’t matter to us anymore, it would devastate him.

“I’m going to the dungeon,” she turned, but I could see the glint of tears on her face, and my heart ached. “I’ll practice there.”

“Don’t take any chances,” I called to her. “Summon the weak ones.”

“Got it, stay safe,” she called back over her shoulder.

“Kat,” I sent her a message through our Telepathy spell. I wrapped her in a hug mentally.

Telepathy +2

Exp +20 (3,156,141/5,985,462)

“I’m not mad at you,” she admitted. “You’re right. At least you are right until I have a better idea and the sooner I level up that spell, the better.”

“Should I let her be or join her?” the king asked.

“Let her be,” Dom suggested with a sigh.

“Give her a few minutes then she would probably like your company,” I disagreed with Dom.

“It never hurts to get my skills or levels up,” the king nodded, but I saw a shudder wrack through his body.

“Your majesty?” I put my hand on his arm.

“Not anymore,” he admitted, and it was like a light dimmed around him. “You may call me Doug. I’m not king anymore.”

Fizzbarren had played his first god card. At the very least, we were outlaws in our own land. We had dozens of our loyal followers out there watching for news and they or their familiars would arrive with messages shortly. Dom tossed a few low-level spells into the fireplace. We waited for news. I ate. I would have cooked, but I didn’t have the heart for it, so I settled for eating half my inventory of sweets. Not really, but it was close, and I shared.

“The theocracy has been declared,” Dom announced, dusting donut crumbs off his vest. “Spite is watching the ceremony. He says that Fizzbarren is level twenty-five.”

“How?” I asked, passing the information to Terra, who passed it back to Kat’s Shadow somehow.

“We must have missed a priest somewhere,” Dom shrugged.

“It could have been worse,” the king commented, and I would continue to call him the king no matter his actual status.

“He’s not even as high as those cardinals and we took two of them at once,” Dom scoffed at my worried look.

“But he has the smite staff?” I asked.

Dom nodded, his mouth thinning grimly.

“Where the hell was it that we didn’t find it?” I groused. We’d searched the High Priest’s chambers and every inch of the cathedral and not found the stupid staff.

“Maybe it was soulbound, like our spell books,” Dom suggested. “He could have inherited it automatically upon becoming High Priest.”

“Kat has a spell like that, doesn’t she?” I considered sending Kat the question but thought better of it. “One that summons a weapon of some sort?”

“I think so,” Dom considered.

“Don’t ask her while she’s sulking,” I warned him.

“Too late,” he frowned. “She’s going to work on that spell.”

“At least she talked to you,” I shrugged, offering Dom another cookie.

“That’s a good thing?” Dom took the cookie, though how he could see it with his eyes on the ceiling, I don’t know.

“I’m not mad at you,” Kat told me mentally. “I’m trying to concentrate! Unless the fortress is being stormed by space aliens, will you let me study?!”

“Sorry,” I winced visibly as I answered her and then I sent Dom a glare. “You didn’t have to tell her I thought she was mad at me.”

“I just told her to talk to you,” Dom protested around a mouthful of cookie that I regretted giving him.

“Thanks,” I used my sarcasm voice.

“You’re welcome,” he used his ignore-the-sarcasm retort.

“I should have performed the marriage ceremony while I was still king,” Douglas chuckled, grabbing a cookie from the plate and sauntering toward where Kat had gone.

“I’d do a reboot just for that,” Dom told me, a hopeful look on his face.

I didn’t. We sat and took in reports as they came in. Malice gave us a blow-by-blow on the takeover of the king’s castle, which was bloodless and anticlimactic enough to have Fizzie in fits. Terra informed us that notices were placed on our bulletin boards disbanding the Magic Academy and the King’s nobility. Only those who would swear fealty to the new and improved theocratic government would be allowed to keep their positions in government or businesses. One hour later, our bakery was closed, all our assets seized for activity against High Priest Fizzbarren. The Merchant Guild was given an ultimatum to turn over Dom, Kat, Douglas and I or be disbanded in favor of church-run businesses. Our names and faces were plastered all over the city as outlaws. Our mansion was set aflame, something I considered a bit over the top, but I supposed that Fizzie had to get his temper out somehow.

Maybe we should have confronted him in the center square right then and there, but we were cautiously watching from a safe place and had no need to interfere. We were halfway through the night when the pyres began to arise in front of the castle. People swarmed into the Underground in droves, most content to be cared for by lower-level thieves we’d tasked with taking them in. Rather than let a spy amidst us, we dedicated a section of the Underground for their care. All the beds from the medical coma ward came in handy, as did the wine we’d pilfered from the cellars of the church. As our merchant holdings were seized, we collapsed the tunnels behind our escaping employees. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough to make finding our tunneling system unfeasible. We had ample food, clean water, beds, and wine for half the city, and we were full by the time the full moon reached mid sky.

It was like we were all holed up for Covid only without the toilet paper shortages. The insane people were all up top trying to deal with a crazy government of delusional people while the rest of us dutifully cozied up with a good book until things ran their course. Bards sang songs while we layered some soundproofing Silence spells along our ceilings. People happily cleaned toilets in return for the Clean spell scrolls and took up mending in return for Mend spell scrolls. Books ransacked from the Mage’s Guild and castle libraries were passed around and shared. Food was passed out generously with the wine and ale. The sane people stayed sane, and the troublemakers were told they’d be killed, resurrected and returned to the surface with a week’s worth of twisted memories that could never give us away.

Technically, we could have supported this system for months, at least. Realistically, we had no intention of letting it go that long. Cliff was waiting for me, and I had a life to rebuild. And those pyres bothered me. Fizzie didn’t have us, so who was he going to put up there on the pyres?

Intelligence +1

            

    
        Ch 79 – Toasting Marshmallows or Dehydrated Monster Meat?

    
    
    
    
                “So, pie stands at the pyres or marshmallows and hotdogs on a stick?” I asked Dom as we peeked out at the square from our shadows.

“Our staff is all Underground,” Dom answered.

“I know but if we were going to set up food stands.” I guess I was bored. I was pretty sure this was going to fubar in a major way and we were going to have to hit the reset button, so I wasn’t all that invested in this cycle.

“Sausages and kabobs,” Dom humored me, but his focus was on the pyres. Nothing had happened over the past hour except that more firewood had been piled up. I couldn’t imagine what he was watching so carefully.

“Like a Brazilian buffet?” I snapped my fingers as inspiration came.

“Sure,” Dom replied. I peered out the cellar window again to try to see what he was seeing.

“Maybe we could fry up some okra and possum?” I tried again.

“That’s disgusting.” At least he was paying attention to what I was saying, not that what I was saying had a lot of merit. “Do they even have possum here?” That was better. There is just something in a woman’s nature that needs to have her husband pay attention even when she isn’t making a lot of sense. We’d been married long enough that Dom knew not to “Yes, dear” me.

“I think so, but they are probably some type of winged snake,” I mused, recasting the silence spell around our hidey hole.

Dead Silence +1

Exp +10 (3,154,295/5,985,462)

“Are you trying to say that dragons are going to taste like possum?” Dom turned to look at me with one of those quirked eyebrows he thought made him look like Spock. I was a Trekkie too so I thought it was cute.

“I don’t think it’ll taste like chicken,” I shrugged, now turning my attention to the pyres outside. What was Fizzie doing? I almost expected him to post banners for an archery competition in an attempt to lure me out of hiding. Trite and overdone as it was, that was about what Fizzie’s writing was like. “Though the chickens here are little dragons that breathe fire.”

“So maybe it’ll taste like turkey?” I was gratified that I’d caught him up in my silliness.

“Ostrich?” I suggested. “I hear an ostrich egg can make an omelet that would feed ten people.”

“If you cook a dragon egg, you’ll lose your geek card forever,” Dom warned me.

“True,” I pretended to consider it seriously. “I wouldn’t want to do that.”

“Not when you’d much rather hatch yourself a dragon pet,” Dom turned back to watching the pyres, thinking the conversation was over. Silly man. I was bored and that didn’t happen a lot nowadays so I wasn’t as good at it as I used to be in English 102.

“What makes people think that a baby dragon hatched out of an egg would be a pet?” I asked.

“What?”

“It’s in a lot of fiction, but aside from the gosling effect of it considering you its mommy for a while, I’d think it would be quite a task to deal with the teen years of a dragon,” I argued. While I would love to ride a dragon, have a dragon as a pet, and enjoy the nerd-romance of dragon love, it never made a lot of sense to me that a dragon could be a pet. I’d had a large dog as a pet for many years and I couldn’t keep her out of the trash. Butterscotch had even managed to swipe half a cake off my kitchen counter and then puked it up in the back yard. “I’m just saying that if Scotchy could get on the counters and eat Kat’s birthday cake, what do you think a dragon would do?”

Intelligence +1

“Anything it wants,” Dom replied, distracted again. “It’s a dragon.”

“That’s my point,” I insisted. “If it’s hard to control a big dog, imagine how unruly a dragon that is twenty times my size would be. They’d eat the neighbor or something and what? People would shrug and say, hey, what do you expect? It’s a dragon?”

“I can think of a neighbor I wouldn’t miss,” Dom muttered. “Or a few ex-roommates?”

“Huh,” I chewed on that thought.

“Like Cliff’s kids,” Dom turned from the window to look at me. “Ungrateful bastards every one of them.”

That’s the great thing about the idea that none of my relatives read my writing. I post it on Facebook like I’m supposed to, and it might get a heart here and there, but none of them read it, including both friends and relatives. You should have seen the face of one of my church friends when I said that the book was up to over five hundred pages. Her eyes nearly bugged out of her head, and she whispered to me in a sincere attempt to help me out, “You should consider writing a shorter book.” There is no amount of Fizzbarren magic that can even get your friends to read your books. Not even when you’re trying to save a world and some real people who are stuck in it.

Warning: Shameless Plug Incoming (hey, if Marvel can charge tons of money for product placement…)

That’s why I’m so grateful for Royal Road and serial punishing publishing. As the engine and I are writing this, there are thirty whole people following the book and twelve of them have marked it as a favorite. That doesn’t sound like much, but when you consider that my own mother won’t read it? It’s a lot. That’s why I’m just so in love with you.

Still, there is a freedom in knowing that the very people I’m making fun of won’t read this far. I can say what I want. Even if they knew the page that their dishonorable mention was on, they wouldn’t go find it. Even if I copied and pasted the chapter and page number, they’d be too busy to read it. That’s an author’s life for you. I can prove it. Look in the comments at the end of this chapter and you will see ZERO from any of my friends. Dom posts. Which is nice, but almost against the rules. Kat and Cliff are just as supportive, but that’s because I read the chapters to them as they come off the presses. Otherwise, they’d rather be out chasing dragon eggs to bring home pets in our new world; a world that wouldn’t exist without my writing and posting all the time so that we have enough author mana to keep…

Pontifcation +2
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Hm. Getting ahead of myself or off on a tangent. If I were writing in the real world, all that would be cut out of the story, but because the Quill and typewriter have full editing power as autonomous entities, you’ll get to read all that. What was I thinking? It’s almost like thinking that I could keep a dragon from shitting on the carpet.

Pontifcation -2

So, just to make this irrefutable. My mother is too busy playing Animal Crossing to read fifteen minutes of my book twice a week but wants me to call and keep in touch because she gave up the best years of her life raising me, which was the worst experience of her life. I ghostwrote Frank’s book, but he’ll never read any of mine. Dom’s whole family considers this kind of writing undignified and looks down their noses at Dom’s idiot wife. My mother-in-law once reviewed one of my books. I won’t ask again. When she found out I was autistic, she ignored it and then threw a hissy fit about me asking a question she found insulting like whether she’d help get Kat into Brown if she got a 4.0 GPA in pre-law. We set our sights on medical school instead because I never did get an answer.

Maryann, from church, is the one who thinks I should write fewer than a hundred pages in a book. I’ve read three of five of my pastor’s books, but Nadia and her whole church are too busy to read the first chapter of mine. My book was free. Her books were not. Then again, she didn’t even know how reviews worked on Amazon, so maybe she doesn’t know how to read a book on Royal Road. That whole church only wants my butt in their pews and tends to look at me like I’m the white freak at the black church.

I’ve told all my old philosophy professors about the book and they’re the ones who made me buy their books and were happy to critique my work when it was not up to scholastic standards, but who can’t read the fiction I might actually be good at. And if I receive even ONE comment from any of these people at this point, I’ll delete their contribution from the paragraphs of shame.

I have yet to make a single deletion and I’ve barely changed the names of people at the actual college who tortured me with Code of Conduct violations, but I did make cards to put up all over campus. The cards have the book, a link, a QR code and a blatant reference to the college fight starting and what chapter to skip to. Cliff, Kat, Dom and I find the whole thing hilarious. I was worried when I first started, but now I’m like… yeah, right. None of them will read it anyway. Even if I shove it in their faces. So, expose it is.

I know, I just need better friends. That’s the point. That’s why I’m not inviting them. I figure the way to really know if someone is worth becoming friends is if they read our book. If they like that, then maybe they’re the friends I really wanted all along. I’m inviting people like me and you. The ones who read this book through the time-loop insanity and understand how screwed up this world was when it was run by Fizzbarren. People who will appreciate how much better it is now and help us make it a place that is our Atlantis. If I am your John Galt, then this world that we remade from Fizzbarren’s shithole is your world too. Those are the people, like you, that I want in our world. So, keep reading, huh? Because there is a button at the end of the book, and that end is coming soon.

Pontifcation +10

Storytelling +10

Exp +200 (3,154,515/5,985,462)

“Guards,” Dom whispered unnecessarily. I saw them. It wasn’t like you could hide an army of knights marching into and around the pyres.

“Who’s in the carts?” I asked, eagerly. “I can’t see them around the guards.”

“What the hell?” Dom answered with a few choice sailor words. Obviously one of his crows had a good view. “Lily and Chester.”

“Dammit,” I leaned my back against the wall to catch my breath. He had picked the few people that could actually make a difference. If Lily and Chester died, they died in the real world too. They had come from our old world. They were half the reason I’d fought so hard to beat Fizzbarren. I felt stupid for not teleporting out there to get them before Fizzbarren could get his filthy hands on them.

“They’re in one cart,” Dom said, “but Spite doesn’t recognize the three in the other cart.”

My mind raced only for a moment. “Probably Beau and his family. His wife and kid. I’ll fix it next time,” I swore, thinking I needed to hit the restart button.

“Can’t we let him barbeque Beau first?” Dom gave me a telling look. He was only half joking. Okay, he wasn’t joking.

“Then Beau would remember all the reboots,” I shook my head in mock sternness.

“True,” Dom gave a signature heavy sigh. “I guess we’ll have to save them.”

I was ready to hit reboot and put them all in hiding before Fizzbarren could get his hands on them, but Dom was right. We should try to see what we could do.

The main square sat outside the castle gates, so it was only natural for Fizzie to have his throne situated on the battlements, but he hadn’t really thought about how narrow the battlements were. Even as I noticed Fizzbarren’s short form climbing over the side of his throne, it wobbled precariously. I let my mind try to figure out what he was saying as a guard grabbed one side of the throne and nearly toppled Fizzbarren and throne right onto the courtyard below.

“What’s wrong with you idiots?” I mimicked Fizzbarren’s voice like we were watching an old movie with the sound off.

“Sorry, sire,” Dom filled in the guard’s voice.

“I must have more room for my fat ass,” I continued with a stifled chuckle.

“Of course, sire,” Dom shook his head but kept up his side from long years of practice at Rocky Horror.

“Are you saying I have a fat ass?”

“Yes, sire?”

“Steady the throne or you’ll join the fools on the pyres!” The throne wobbled precariously.

Comedy +2

Exp +20 (3,154,535/5,985,462)

“Yes, sire!”

I couldn’t keep it up as Fizzbarren backhanded the guard like he was a bad dog in a bad movie. I identified Fizzbarren for stats and wasn’t happy with how he’d leveled so fast. He didn’t have a ton of health or mana points, but what did he really need with an OP Smite spell. Then again, I wasn’t one to complain about OP with my health and mana more than double Fizzie’s.

As the guards in the courtyard surrounded the pyres, I cast my new and improved Thunderstorm spell. Each pyre’s conic structure was about ten feet in diameter and there were three of them set side by side in the hundred foot wide main square. If you asked me, which Fizzbarren didn’t, they were set too close to the castle wall, but I supposed that Fizzie was more interested in how much of a crowd he could force into the rest of the area than he was the fact that those pyres were likely to burn high enough to singe his tootsies if he hung them off the throne the way he was doing now. There’s just no telling some people things though. Even if I had told him, he’d have ignored me as cleanly as my philosophy professors.

I give you the picture only to explain that it took both Dom and I casting the Thunderstorm spells to cover all three pyres. Each thunderstorm covered a good fifty square feet when we dual-wielded them. It was just enough to soak Fizzbarren’s feet, and his throne, and his pristine white robes, and his pompous head of wiry hair that did not respond well to the humidity our spells provided. I was intent on soaking the wood, not the crowd that was reluctantly filing into the square at the pokes and prodding of guards.

“He looks angry,” I pouted dramatically. “Doesn’t he know I just saved him from toasty toes?”

Acting +1
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“A decided lack of appreciation,” Dom nodded, tipping his nose into the air in a horrible reminder of his mom’s influential family.

“Ugh, don’t do that,” I shuddered.

Dom just laughed, but he reached out to stroke my arm by way of apology.

We refreshed the Thunderstorm spell two times before Fizzbarren managed to dim down his temper tantrum. I hadn’t realized that I could compound the spells with a couple casts of the lower-level Rain spells, but we had to dial it back when I realized where all that water would drain into our hidey hole. I bid my time trying to reverse my Rain spell into a dehydration kind of thing that would keep our hideout and sewers from flooding. It wouldn’t come to that any more than the smoke from my underground fireplace went anywhere. Game mechanics.

The sewers were fine, according to Terra’s communication with Kat’s Shadow, but our hiding place was wet enough for me to try to figure out that spell. It could come in handy for the general store if we could quickly dehydrate our monster meat into rations. What? Waiting for Fizzbarren to calm down was boring without something to do. Haven’t you tried that new monster meat jerky stuff, Mythical Meats? It’s overpriced but I splurged for Christmas stocking stuffers last year, or whenever ago that was in the old world.

Dom nudged me and I turned my attention away from the non-evaporating puddle near our feet just in time to hear Fizzbarren’s voice carry out over the thunderstorms, “I knew you would show up to save your friends!”

“I’m in Scooby Doo,” I rolled my eyes.

“Scooby Doo was better,” Dom muttered under another peal of thunder.

“My spells can ignite even wet wood!” Fizzbarren bellowed, obviously impressed with himself. “Your rain means nothing to me.”

Fizzbarren made a motion toward the cart with Lily and Chester in it and I watched Dom snarl. He was probably upset that Fizzbarren wasn’t doing Beau first. I didn’t need revenge against Beau anymore. I’d barely needed it before I’d done a bunch of reboots to experience a dozen scenarios. Dom wasn’t as satisfied with my dramatic renditions of the times Beau had died. Still, I wasn’t any more eager to see Beau, Lane, or their kid Little Jonnie die in flames than I was for Lily and Chester to be the first victims. In any case, if their health dropped below half, I was rebooting. I identified Lily and Chester and cringed. How were they still so low leveled? It would barely take a match to kill them.

            

    
        Ch 80 – What’s the Worst that Could Happen?

    
    
    
    
                Guards wrestled a feisty Lily and a resigned Chester out of the cage and toward the pyres.

“At least send Malice to unlock the other cage,” I told Dom.

“Do I have to?” Dom put on an amused smirk, but I could see a black smudge sneak between the feet of guards whose attention were more on the spectacle than their charges. I gave Dom a look over glasses I didn’t wear anymore.

Intimidation +1
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“If you come out now, I’ll spare your friends,” Fizzbarren proclaimed the lie only children who had never watched Survivor could believe. Still, I considered it. It was part of the plan to duel him at some point anyway.

“Do you think you could work your way up behind him?” I asked Dom skeptically.

“I can’t get behind him on a parapet,” Dom pointed out logically. “His throne doesn’t even fit up there.”

The plan had been made for doing this in the main throne room or the cathedral’s main chapel. It wasn’t made for parapets or pyres or thunderstorms for that matter. We had grandiose ideas of me dueling with Fizzbarren with him casting spells from the pulpit or throne while Dom sneaked up behind him for an epic backstab. We’d already replaced half the guards with our own men, including Mack, Tommy, and the rest of our poker buddies, but they weren’t set to blow their cover until after the duel was near its end. This just wasn’t the place for that plan. Still, what was the worst that could happen?

Intelligence -1(Never say that!)

“What are you doing?” Dom asked me as I headed to the door to the cellar.

“Going up there?” I told him, not sure, but what the heck, I’d just hit reboot or get killed by smite and be resurrected and hit reboot when I woke up.

“I don’t think so,” Dom’s eyes got big.

“Just heal me after the smite and we’ll see how it goes,” I waved it off. “The worst-case scenario is that I have to be resurrected so we reboot in a week.”

That is not what happened. Even as I said it, my mind conjured up a very epic scenario of my resurrection stone being found by an errant traveler hundreds of years from now in some dusty chamber filled with pirate bones and cursed mummies. My hand paused on the door handle just long enough to shake that thought out of my mind. Okay, so I wasn’t going to tempt fate that boldly, but I clutched a healing potion in one hand and kept a hovering thought on that reboot button.

Intelligence +1

Lily was being tied to the stake when I stepped out in the main square and pressed my way through the crowd. I saw Terra padding up along the outside of the crowd and two of Dom’s crows circled in to land just behind but out of reach of Fizzbarren’s throne. Most of the guards tensed as they recognized me, some from hostility, but a lot just readying to take their cue. Beau and his family had escaped, not that I’d ever thought he would stay to help me out. What could he do anyway?

“Don’t do it, Karma!” Lily yelled in defiance with her measly little less than a hundred health points worth of rebellion. “It’s a trap!”

“I kinda figured,” I said softly as she noticed me and slumped in defeat. “I find your lack of faith disturbing.” Some of these I do just for Dom. I could hear him chuckle in my mind.

Comedy +1
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“Run Karma!” Lily tried again and I cast Heal at her with my one free hand. It overhealed her back up to her whole hundred and eight points of health and I only barely resisted rolling my eyes.

Without her screaming, Fizzbarren probably wouldn’t have seen me in time to stop the spell he was getting ready to cast on the pyre to light it up, so hey, that worked in my favor. I strolled forward boldly, silence descending on the crowd and guards. For once I hadn’t needed a spell to get silence.

Luck +1

“You rang?” I called out to Fizzbarren, craning my neck to look up at his perch.

“Karma!” Fizzbarren called out dramatically and all I could think was cue villain speech. I wasn’t disappointed. What am I saying? I was very disappointed. In. The. Writing!! “You have been charged with high treason against the rightful ruler of this land and blasphemy against god himself!”

“Seriously? You’ve had all night to plan that speech and you pull a scenario from Disney’s Robin Hood and a script from some B-movie no one remembers but you?” I drawled out on an almost yawn that he ignored, his face reddening with rage.

“You are sentenced to death!” Fizzbarren still couldn’t stray from this script. No wonder he was a frustrated writer.

Health -23,516 (1/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 10,000/10,000) (Mana 9,500/10,000) – Blessed

It wasn’t like I could dodge the blow, but with that Fizzbarren had blown his wad. Me, on the other hand? One second later, as Fizzbarren was puffing out his chest and casting a Levitation spell to dramatically descend to the ground to finish me off, I had cast a heal with one hand, drunk my strongest healing potion, and received a duel-wielded blast of heal from Dom from somewhere. I’d also gotten a heal from Terra, and one from Shadow who was around here somewhere channeling Kat’s heal into me. It gave me back about seven hundred of my twenty-three thousand or so max health. Compared to Fizzie’s ten thousand health, he probably thought he still had the upper hand even with all those heals.

Health +700 (701/23,517)

Health -53 (648/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 10,000/10,000) (Mana 9,310/10,000) – Blessed

I suppose Fizzbarren was disappointed when his Holy Fire spell didn’t kill me outright. He was certainly surprised. It only did fifty-three points of damage and by the time he got over his shock, I’d healed another twelve hundred health from Dom, Kat, Terra and a few helpful guards who were sneaky enough to slip their heals in.

Health +1,200 (1,848/23,517)

Health -53 (1,795/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 10,000/10,000) (Mana 9,150/10,000) – Blessed

“That tickled,” I told Fizzbarren who must have finally taken a peek at me with that identify thingy.

“Guards!” Fizzbarren hollered, “Evil must not be allowed to stand in our world. This heathen freak of nature shall not be allowed to exist in a world of pure, god-fearing citizens!” He cast the Holy Fire Spell again and I quickly calculated how many times he could cast it before he ran out of mana. A double-cast of my heal spell healed me up more than he could take me down so I concentrated on that for the moment. It helped that I had help on heals.

Dual Spell Wielding +2

Exp +20 (3,154,585/5,985,462)
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High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 10,000/10,000) (Mana 8,990/10,000) – Blessed

“Ah, come on, I brushed my teeth and brought cookies,” I replied to Fizzbarren, who was backpedaling on that levitation so that he was back up on that dumb wall. His guards were working their way down to me so he wasn’t guarded up there, but Dom would have a really tough time getting up and behind Fizzbarren with that stupid throne in the way. My mind caught up on calculations. Fizzbarren could do a total of a little over thirty-three hundred points of damage if he used all his mana. A few more heals and my health would be out of his reach unless he had another trick up his sleeve, so I left my heals to friends and cast a double-blast of Fireball.

“Poison!” Fizzbarren nearly foamed at the mouth. “Our kingdom and our world will not tolerate the poison of your goods or your ideas, infidel!”

Dual Spell Wielding +2
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High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,970/10,000) (Mana 8,830/10,000) – Blessed

“Not the first time I’ve heard that concept, actually,” I replied to Fizzbarren, new calculations spinning through my mind of how many fireballs it would take to drain his ten thousand health down to zero. It wouldn’t come to that, but I had to keep my brain from fogging over in boredom at his dialogue. I cast another Fireball as my health increased.

“Guards!” Fizzbarren screamed again, fury manifesting in the smoke coming from his ears. Okay, it was smoke from his singed garments, but you get what I mean. He cast his Holy Fire again and I wondered if he was a two-trick pony after all. “Serve your god! Do your duty and wipe this monstrosity from the face of this world. Let her burn in a hell of her own making! And when I am done casting you into hell itself, you can watch from hell as your loved ones die on the fires of righteousness!”

The guards had their own problems, since our infiltrators had risen to stop the ones loyal to Fizzbarren from coming after me. My friends smaller heals ceased, but I was less worried with my health creeping back up. Kat and Terra’s heals could keep me going. I got a few from Spite and Malice, but Dom was distracted by having to climb a wall. I imagined he was getting some good skill ups.

Health +400 (4,089/23,517)

Health -53 (4,036/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,940/10,000) (Mana 8,670/10,000) – Blessed

“This is why your writing is so bad,” I called to him conversationally. “You get onto rants that reuse words too frequently and are so trite that no one can stomach them.” My Fireballs weren’t doing enough damage and I figured it had something to do with that Blessed tag Fizzbarren had on him. I could switch it up though, especially now that I knew I was gaining far more health than Fizzbarren could shave off of me.

“Everyone’s a critic!” Fizzbarren threw another Holy Fire at me, but it was obvious that finally I’d rattled him. “You try writing something new when you’ve read everything ever written and see if you can find a new way to twist words together that hasn’t already been done to death. It isn’t easy being a writer! It’s more luck and popularity than it is talent. The only reason I’m not a best-selling author is that I’m not a famous actor or a drag queen!”

Health +400 (4,436/23,517)

Health -53 (4,383/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,940/10,000) (Mana 8,510/10,000) – Blessed

“What a load of bullshit!” I countered with Lightning, hoping for my own form of godlike striking him down for his own blasphemous ideas about his own talent. “I’ve read your writing and if you can’t write better than this speech after centuries of studying the craft, you don’t belong putting pen on paper. Letting some machine do your writing for you isn’t going to help. It’s just pathetic.”

“I’m pathetic?” Fizzbarren sputtered and forgot to cast a spell this round. “I’m over a thousand years old and have lived through magic drained out of the world by petty lords or kings who had to kill anything they didn’t understand. You have no idea how much I’ve lived through.”

Health +400 (4,783/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,930/10,000) (Mana 8,510/10,000) – Blessed

“You should have written that story,” I barked back at him, trying my new Acid Rain. “I might have read that if you could keep your bulbous ego out of it enough to tell the truth about your own history.”

And here is where Fizzbarren got hoisted on his own petard. You see, he wrote the rules, but had he never thought he’d have to live by them? Fizzbarren’s mouth moved, but no words came out. He was so shocked that he again forgot to cast a spell against me.

Health +400 (5,183/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,922/10,000) (Mana 8,510/10,000) – Blessed

I almost forgot to cast my own spell as I doubled over in laughter, but I’d learned from the dungeons not to let my guard down that much. Well, I’d learned it from professors who told me I could express my ideas in their class, but let’s go with dungeons. It sounds less bitter. Really.

“Switch back to Lightning or Poison, babe, or you’ll catch me in the storm,” Dom said in my head.

Fizzbarren lashed out with his oh, so terrifying Holy Fire as if it scared me now with five-thousand health regained from all the helpful heals.

Health +400 (5,583/23,517)

Health -53 (5,530/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,914/10,000) (Mana 8,350/10,000) – Blessed

“It’s your own fault,” I told Fizzbarren, casting Poison this time. “I didn’t hit the mute button on you!”

Fizzbarren’s mouth continued to move as furious spittle flew. It was a little gross.

Health +400 (5,930/23,517)

Health -53 (5,877/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,864/10,000) (Mana 8,190/10,000) – Blessed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You put the rule on the engine!” I explained. “You limited villain speeches to five paragraphs, remember?”

Fizzbarren drew back like I’d slapped him with more than lightning.

Health +400 (6,277/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,829/10,000) (Mana 8,190/10,000) – Blessed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“But you are the villain!” I went on, making up what I thought he would say. Everybody else does it to me when I can talk. Was it so bad that I did it to him now that he couldn’t?

I wasn’t far off because Fizzbarren’s look of disbelief was priceless as he shouted something that would never be heard.

Health +400 (6,677/23,517)

Health -53 (6,624/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,794/10,000) (Mana 8,030/10,000) – Blessed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You took over a kingdom, pretended to be a god, and forced the population into slavery,” I pointed my finger at him and not just to cast the Lightning. “That is the definition of a villain. Besides, you kicked the dog.”

Fizzbarren scowled at me, giving up on talking even as he cast another spell. Did he know yet that he couldn’t defeat me in a spell war?

Health +400 (7,024/23,517)

Health -53 (6,971/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,759/10,000) (Mana 7,870/10,000) – Blessed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“What dog?” I mocked him as if I’d heard him say it. “Me, Kat, and Dom were only a few of your victims. Then there’s Lily, Chester and even Beau and his family.”

Health +400 (7,371/23,517)

Health -53 (7,318/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,724/10,000) (Mana 7,710/10,000) – Blessed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You did not give them a better life,” I countered his silent protest. “You put us all in this pit like dogs to fight to the death and the ones who won got the best food and good treatment.”

Health +400 (7,718/23,517)

Health -53 (7,665/23,517)

High Priest Fizzbarren level 25 (Health 9,689/10,000) (Mana 7,550/10,000) – Blessed and Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

There it was. Fizzbarren shook his head like a father disappointed with a child and reached for his metaphorical back pocket. Dom had almost gotten there in time. Fizzbarren’s look turned smug as he threw the god card from the wall. The last thing I saw was the horrified look in Dom’s eyes as I disintegrated and all I could think was that we’d planned for this too.

            

    
        Ch 81 – Cliff Jumping, Kansas Style

    
    
    
    
                I woke in my old room back at home. I would have woken up in my old bed except that it wasn’t there anymore. Kat and Cliff had sold the house. We can compact this section by saying that there was screaming as I appeared in some woman’s bed between her and what I’m just going to say was her husband. And how hadn’t I thought of this? A gun was pulled and the wife was calling the police but only after I’d scrambled out of the bed and out the front door. That could have gone worse.

Did I look any different than another homeless person in my neighborhood? I didn’t have a backpack, or a shopping cart and I was in a shirt, underwear and socks. I wasn’t worried about the police. It takes more than an hour for them to respond in my old neighborhood. I did feel terribly underdressed in the clothes I’d worn to bed a lifetime ago. I also felt heavy, tired, and old. In the years I’d spent in the game, I’d gotten used to the new young body. This was harder than I’d imagined.

I huddled in a neighbor’s driveway trying to figure out my options. The last time I’d done this, Kat, Dom and Cliff had still been living in the house. I’d woken up next to Dom’s snoring form and managed to grab a few things before I sneaked out and used our car to find Fizzbarren’s place in this world. I’d been so hung up on the plan in the other world that I hadn’t thought about what it would be like to wake up in a house we didn’t own. If Cliff had done his job, there was a rental car sitting near here, but where had he found that it wouldn’t be towed?

It really had gone just as planned. I knew that Fizzbarren would use his second god card to banish me to our old world, defeating me and completing his version of the Nemesis Quest. I’d only needed to get Fizzbarren to use his Smite on me and get him down to where Dom could finish the little bugger off. Dom had as much, if not more ways to kill Fizzbarren off and with only one god card left, Fizzbarren wouldn’t dare use it to take out Dom. Fizzbarren needed the last god card to return to this world.

My job now was to find my way to Fizzbarren’s workshop. I needed to earn my own god card to get back into the game with Cliff. Dom also had a Nemesis Quest that listed Fizzbarren as his Nemesis. Kat did too. Worse case scenario, if I didn’t find a way back into the game world in three weeks of their time, they would use their rewards to bring Cliff and me back to that world. We could have done that. There was plenty of ambient mana left in Fizzbarren’s old workshop to go on for what would last most of our lives just like that, but then what about you?

Fizzbarren’s world was broken and stupid. It was either hubris or confidence, but I thought I could fix it. I could balance out the things that were out of whack and make it a world we could all live happily ever after in. If I did it just right, I could take us all to that world and keep it going for as long as misfits like you and me needed a place to disappear into. The key was author mana. I had about five months to write a book that enough people would read that we could make the changes necessary to make it self-sustainable.

Now, all I had to do was find a rental car that my goofball best friend had hidden just a little too well and I had to do it before I was arrested for vagrancy or indecent exposure. I scanned the street, but there was nothing with a rental label on it. I could hide in the shadows of this neighbor’s yard all night, but that didn’t get me to Fizzbarren’s workshop.

The part of me that was the broken, autistic, old, fat woman in this world didn’t want to creep out of the shadows. The young, powerful Mage-ish from the game world said I needed to get up and move. The old woman’s mind shrank back in horror at the idea that this was all a delusion that I’d just woken from. The powerful mind won. Barely. The cold cement under my hands felt too real and my body felt too heavy, but I got up and started walking.

My powerful mind pretended I was wearing shorts and sneakers and reminded me that it was dark enough to look that way, especially with the way most people dressed nowadays. I put my head down and walked toward a nearby park, thinking I still remembered Cliff’s phone number and could possibly get a late-night jogger to let me use their cell phone. If he still had that phone number after having moved to Europe and been a bum for a year or so.

Why hadn’t I thought this part through? I’d gotten complacent with that reboot button is what had happened only there wasn’t a reboot option here. I know. I tried it. My mind had just skipped over this little detail of the plan, and I’d trusted stupid Cliff to have something here for me. What had I been thinking!?

“Trish!” I heard someone call my name and hated myself for every bad thing my mind had thought about that true blue best friend who had showed up to rescue me. He was only half an hour late? I could forgive him that and anything else because he was here!

I looked up as he pulled up in an old truck and my knees nearly buckled with relief.

“I would recognize those sexy legs anywhere,” Cliff quipped at me as I blinked blankly at him for a reorienting moment.

Of course, he was here, my mind immediately forgot every bad thing I’d ever thought of him, as he reached across the seat and opened the door. The truck was something straight out of a bad porn flick with a camper shell and dinged white paint job, but I didn’t care. Really. It was much more important that there was a huge SODA in the cupholder! I dashed into the truck and sucked on a STRAW!!! I hadn’t seen a straw or tasted a diet soda in years and years!

“Uh, help yourself to my soda,” Cliff was saying. “Want a day-old box of fries?”

“What the HELL?” I choked out once I’d downed a good half of a semi-flat super big gulp. Cliff was looking a little chubbier than I remembered him. Then again, looking at the plethora of candy, snack food, and fast-food wrappers that took up more space than I did, maybe we’d left Cliff alone too long.

“You’re early,” Cliff laughed at my cross expression. He was like that. I could get crazy stupid mad around Cliff and he just laughed me off. “I wasn’t expecting you for another three weeks. Good thing I was listening to the police scanner and heard them call in our old address.”

“I’d like fresh French fries, a big mac, some clothes, shoes and is that a Snickers bar?” I looked pointedly at the half-eaten, half-wrapped thing in what was otherwise a clean ashtray.

“Um, yeah,” Cliff answered me, only stalling in his good humor for a look of wariness as I snatched the candy bar and ate it in big mouth-filling chews. “We can do all that. I’ve got some of your old clothes in the back. You can change back there while I get us to the gas station.”

I looked up around a mouth that was probably smeared with melted chocolate and had a horrible thought that I probably looked more like a rabid animal than Cliff’s old friend, but as I looked up at him with that complex set of emotions flitting across my face, Cliff just smiled and wrapped me into a great big hug. I’m going to leave the rest of that humiliating episode with the fact that we sat and cried on each other long enough to see the cops respond to our old house and that was probably too long, but we’d both needed it.

An hour later, we were full of gas and chowing down on fast food as we headed for Kansas. Yeah, you heard me. Kansas. Fizzbarren’s workshop was in a small town in Kansas that was barely big enough for a Chili’s and a Barnes and Noble, which is to say that it was a pretty big town for Kansas. I won’t say exactly where since Kansas never pissed me off. I was wearing my T-shirt that had a saying on it that said, “Careful, You’re Very Close to Being Killed Off In My Novel.” I had a pair of black, Rebok hightops and loungy pants that made the drive comfortable. The best part was that there were sixteen hours of a road trip with my best friend, Cliff.

Did I mention he still had his cat, Damon? We were cat people. Damon was a big old black Bombay who had taken to the camper like he was born to it. He might have been old and snaggily but he was cuddly and comforting as I missed Terra. I couldn’t wait to get Damon into the other world where he could talk. Then again, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what he had to say if he was going to talk about what Cliff had been doing in this camper alone for the last few months. Cliff told me stories that were more than enough. Kidding. Seriously though, Cliff regaled me with tales of the circus in Europe, things Kat had lightened up, and I told him all about the other world.

We stopped once to take a nap in the camper, which other than being a mess because… Cliff, was more comfortable than I’d expected. It helped that we were parked at a truck stop in Colorado outside of Denver where it was cold enough outside that we didn’t need the AC. I’d forgotten how annoying the change of temperatures could be. We took a luxurious hour and a half eating at the truck stop diner.

“I thought I was the fidgeter,” Cliff pointed at my hand, which I hadn’t noticed was still doing the rubbing I’d gotten used to while building my mana.

“Friction makes mana go up faster, so I fidget now,” I admitted, trying to will myself to stop only to find myself doing it again a moment later.

“It sounds awesome,” Cliff said, his tone gone wistful. “I can’t wait to get inside.”

“I brought you in a few times that you don’t remember,” I admitted, fussing with the straw of my diet soda. “I just couldn’t take you not remembering after that.”

“I know why you took them first,” he looked down at the check to avoid my eyes. “I get it.”

I checked my watch, something else he’d bought for me so I’d have it when I got back, and my insides lurched with guilt. How could I explain how I’d needed them before him? He’d put me first all the time I’d known him. He’d taken care of my kid when I was trapped in the other world. I didn’t have words to thank him for all he’d done and been for me. It had been like choosing one kid over another to choose Dom before Cliff, but I’d needed Dom’s ruthlessness as much as my neurotic Kat had needed Cliff’s lackadaisical outlook on life while I was gone. She’d needed him like I had when he first came into my life, and he’d done for her what he’d done for me. He’d given her the freedom to be amazing.

“I know you do,” I snatched napkins out of a tabletop holder and held them to my leaking eyes. “It’s just that I needed you too. I needed you and I couldn’t have you. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t even really my fault.”

“At least you left me Kat,” Cliff said, taking a few napkins for himself.

We didn’t care that we were in a coffee shop in the middle of Colorado or that we looked like a couple of blubbering idiots. What was amazing was that we didn’t care. Before all this, I’d have cared. I did emotions but only in private where no one could see me. Now? What did I care if a hundred people in Colorado saw me cry? I had a world to save. I had a world that I could save and it wasn’t this one that had scoffed at my every solution to world hunger or research about how it was not overpopulated.

I don’t know if I thought that if I didn’t cry in public someone might finally listen to my ideas and fix this stupid world, but I didn’t care anymore. This world didn’t even want me. That world not only needed me, but it wanted me. There were people in this world that wanted that world, the world that I could make amazing. That could happen. That was all that I wanted. What good did my amazing brain do if it couldn’t change the world for the better? I’d been headed to medical school just to get someone to listen to me!

Cliff left two hundred dollars as a tip on the table. We didn’t care if it didn’t help someone. I think maybe I didn’t care about it at all. I needed one little house on the outskirts of a place in Kansas. I needed to make it there and then I’d never leave. My eye caught on the news being broadcast over the television in the corner of the coffee shop, but I just couldn’t find it in me to care about it even if it did have diet coke and straws, big macs and high tops.

This wasn’t my world anymore. We stopped at a Costco and stored up all sorts of supplies just before we rattled up the loose stone drive of what was little more than a farmhouse at the edge of the Arkansas River. It was white clapboard and it looked like Grandma Baker lived there and would smack you if you slammed the old rickety screen door on your way out or in from the porch. There was a little attached garage, but the door looked like it was going to fall off and that it was singed around the edges.

Cliff and I got out of the truck slowly, not sure of what our welcome might be. My mind balked. What if this place was just normal? What if the furniture didn’t talk and all the rest was in my head?

“I drove out here, but I didn’t have the nerve to go up and knock,” Cliff admitted. Of course, he hadn’t. Fizzbarren had still been here a little over a day ago.

“That was probably good,” I took a tentative step forward and saw the curtain on the left window twitch. “It would have been bad to give Fizzbarren any warning.”

“I thought about taking him out so that he couldn’t get to you in the game world,” Cliff whispered.

“Someone knows we’re here,” I said, nodding toward the window.

“Yep,” Cliff bounced on the balls of his feet.

“What if he has a wife?” I stalled nervously. “What if she’s a witch and we end up in Oz next? I didn’t like Oz.”

“This is Kansas,” Cliff nodded and settled back on his heels.

We stood like that, stupidly, practically on the doorstep thinking things we hadn’t been smart enough to think while we’d been driving.

“I could be crazy,” I told Cliff.

“But your daughter is in there,” he replied with a solid hand on my shoulder.

“Yeah,” I said, and I took a deep breath and set my shoulders to stubborn bravery or crazy foolishness depending on what existed beyond that threshold.

I knocked on the door and felt silly doing it. Who was going to answer? The mop?

“Come in,” came an answer that sounded very human. Then again, Sammi sounded human.

After twenty-seven hours and approximately thirty-two minutes of questioning my sanity, I finally took a full breath of relief as I stepped back into madness, where I belonged. The outside of the house looked like a normal farmhouse that Dorothy would have recognized, but inside I found more friends that I didn’t know I’d been looking for all my life.

The workshop held one long table made of planks that were barely more smooth than Mabel’s kitchen tables. There was a more modern armchair that looked very comfortable for all that it was upholstered in a hideous green and gold brocade. There was an ancient cuckoo clock on one wall and a rag rug. Across from the front door was a doorway into what looked to be a rather messy bedroom and what looked like a double or queen-sized bed.

There weren’t any modern appliances like a television or stereo but there were two more closed doors. I’d consider myself lucky if this guy had indoor plumbing. I automatically tried to cast my Clean spell only to remember where I was.

The bench that was tucked under the large table moved. It was just a tiny movement, but it moved. I smiled. There was also a large box that was almost tucked under the table except that it had a very large old-fashioned typewriter propped up on it so it couldn’t get all the way under the table. A tassel on the footstool twitched. The floor length mirror had just a tiny extra glimmer.

“Hi folks,” I told the room. “Sammi, you’re looking good.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” the mirror let out a long sigh of relief.

“Karma?” the bench asked, moving out a little and obviously trying to hide the slight wobble of a broken support.

“Yes!” I grinned. “And this is Cliff and boy are we ready to get started!”

            

    
        Ch 82 – Mastering the Ley of the Land

    
    
    
    
                “I have to admit that I was afraid you wouldn’t come,” the mirror’s reflection shimmered in what I understood was nervousness. They knew me but they didn’t know me. Turns out that while the engine remembered the reboots, the other constructs only knew about them from the pages they managed to read before the reboots happened. That left pretty big gaps in their memories that the typewriter tried to fill in, but to be clear, the typewriter was better at typing than talking.

“That is an awful lot of boxes,” the bucket clunked around the edges of the room. Now that it had been freed of its closet, it wasn’t interested in returning to it even with the floor being taken up with our load.

“What is that?” the pillow pointed a tassel toward the pile of boxes we were carting in from the car, but that only egged Damon into taking a casual swipe at the tassel. Those two would either become friends or enemies.

“This is a whiteboard,” I explained, collapsing onto that comfortable chair, my body unable to meet the demands of lugging in a bunch of heavy things.

“Sit. I’ve got this,” Cliff assured me, and I grit my teeth in frustration. If we were in the game, I would have been able to carry boxes all day without breaking a sweat.

“Thanks,” I ground out, but Cliff didn’t take offense. He’d always been able to deal with my grouch. It was simple. I got mad, and that dropped adrenaline into my system so that I could do the next thing that most people took for granted. “At least I can put this together. Did you see the box with the dry erase markers in it?”

“Yeah,” Cliff frowned. “It’s around here.”

“Nevermind,” I waved him back to his unloading. “They have one in the board box. I can start with that one. Screwdriver?”

“Yeah,” Cliff snapped his fingers. “I knew you’d need that right away.” He rummaged in one bag and quickly tossed me a poly-whatever package that there was no way I’d get open on my own.

“Scissors?” I prodded him with a wry look.

“Oh,” Cliff gave the room a frantic look.

“I can take care of that,” the pillow cast a spell and the packaging disappeared neatly.

“Fizzbarren hated that packaging,” the mirror explained as I grabbed a screwdriver to put together the stand for the whiteboard. “Our Clean spell is specifically enhanced to dissolve it neatly.”

“We all have the Clean spell nowadays,” the pillow fluffed herself.

“Except the Quill,” Sammi lamented for the fluttering object, the only one of them that Fizzbarren had neglected to reprogram with spells or even speech. It could fly, scribble if it had ink handy, and edit when it plugged itself into the engine.

“We’ll fix it, Quill, I promise,” I itched to be able to figure out how to cast spells in this world. I wanted that Clean spell and a few others that could be found in those potion bottles lined up neatly on racks. I’d tried it before, but I didn’t have the knack here. The only mana I could use to do anything was author mana and for that I needed people to read my writing. “Just as soon as I get enough mana. Speaking of which, if we have enough out of the car, Cliff, can you set up my laptop?”

“One more load.” Cliff lumbered out the front door.

We’d bought a few computers, maxing out credit cards that Cliff said I didn’t want to know about. We had two laptops for us to use, one old junker that Cliff had cobbled together out of old parts and kept in the back of the truck, just in case, and one top-of-the-line desktop computer, or at least as top-of-the-line as Costco could provide. The moment we’d left Costco, Cliff had shredded both credit cards we’d used into a nearby trashcan. I didn’t ask. Potaaato, potahto and all that. The fact that he wouldn’t talk about it in the truck said something. He’d only smirked at the idea that Kat had gotten herself out of jail that night.

“You can set up in the bedroom on that desk in there,” I called out to him as he headed out the door.

“Are you sure he won’t come back?” the bucket whispered to the mirror.

“I don’t care if he does,” the pillow puffed angrily around Damon’s rotund and pretending-to-be-asleep form. “This is the most fun any of us has had since he brought us to life, and I, for one, am looking forward to being something more than that wizard’s mud-catching slave.”

“She hasn’t asked me to clean anything,” the bucket whispered. “What does that even mean?”

“That we can be more than maids,” the pillow primped.

“Like what?” the mirror’s tone wasn’t as sure. I was trying to give them their privacy and freedom to say what they were feeling, so I focused on my whiteboard. “Do you think we’ll go to school, get degrees and become doctors or something?”

“Sometimes a lot of freedom all at once is a little scary,” I told them, watching Cliff set down another box and start rummaging through stuff. “Give yourself some space to figure it out. You have time.” I realized that I’d told Kat nearly the same thing when she’d be moaning about too many choices when we’d started college and she’d been so young. It was like having another set of kids. I took a contented breath and let that idea settle on me, finding that I enjoyed the thought.

“I’m going to put away the groceries.” Cliff craned his neck to figure out which doorway led to which room in the house. It wouldn’t be my cooking, but at least I’d recognize the ingredients. We had a couple of pizzas and there was always takeout. “Then I’ll set up the computer system.”

“I feel like you’re talking about setting up the Batcave,” I teased him.

“Not with this Wi-Fi,” Cliff replied more seriously than I’d expected. “I hate to impose on you folks,” he addressed the constructs who almost didn’t realize that he was talking to them. “But do you think you could boost that Wi-Fi signal?”

“Fizzbarren never let us have internet access,” Sammi groused with a thump of a leg that reminded me that I had another use for that screwdriver before I did anything else. “I doubt that we could pull any more from the neighbors with the way all this is interfering.”

“Fizzbarren must have a service provider,” Cliff muttered almost to himself.

“Oh, yes,” the mirror jumped in to answer, an image of a crumpled paper appearing in its reflection. “I have that information. Fizzbarren often threw fliers for service providers into the trash, but I remember what they looked like.”

Cliff eagerly punched in the number on the flyer. I watched with my mouth hanging open as Cliff pretended to be Fizzbarren and ordered service to be hooked up the next day. “Five hundred meg is the best you can give me? I don’t suppose you have fiber optic lines? Not until when? How much?”

There was a pause as I listened to him babbling stuff that didn’t make any sense to me anymore. Cliff noticed my baffled look and took his conversation to the bedroom, his phone in his pocket on speaker and a set of computer boxes in his arms. The last thing I heard him mutter was something about having better connection when he was homeless in Sweden. I shook my head and headed over toward Sammi with a few screws and a power screwdriver.

“What are you doing with that?” Sammi, as the bench, asked me, scooting themselves under the table and away from me.

“One screw and you’re good as new,” I pointed my screwdriver at his wobbly leg.

“Is that thing metal?” Sammi shuddered.

“Yeah, why?”

“You can’t use metal on us,” the mirror rushed to explain. “We’re fae-made.”

“I’m sorry,” I dropped the screws back in their box. Still, I knew a bit about woodworking from my stepfather. “No metal. I promise. Just let me look at it and let’s see what we can do with some wood glue. Fizzbarren has to have a bit of wood glue around, right?”

The Quill waved in front of my face in the negative.

“Hardly,” the mirror scoffed. “What need would he have of that when he has a Mend spell. He just didn’t bother to use it.”

I sat back and realized we needed even more stuff. In the game, I’d have waved my hand and Sammi and everything else in this place would be clean, and mended to a point that it all would have shined like new, maybe even better than new. I owed the constructs so much. The least I could do was repair them.

“Cliff, we need more stuff,” I asked hesitantly.

“Make a list and I’ll get it tomorrow,” Cliff called out of the bedroom, and I could tell that he was distracted by computer stuff. “I’m not even sure the house wiring will run these computers, so I need more stuff too.”

“Wiring?” I asked more to myself than anything else. I had done this on a whim and a prayer last time with a single old computer and the hacked Wi-Fi. Did we really need the Batcave? “Why do I feel like the more efficient we try to make all this, the more complicated it gets?”

“We don’t get our power from the electric company,” the mirror admitted. Again, I was shocked. I hadn’t questioned it last time. There had been a plug. I’d plugged stuff in. It had worked. “It’s all from the ley lines.”

“Are you telling me that the plug there on the wall where the engine is plugged in… that there is no wiring back there?” I asked as if the world had just turned upside down, which it had for me and for Cliff.

“No,” the mirror answered as if it was perfectly normal to get their electricity from ley lines. At least I knew that ley lines were fae power sources that traced the positions of various sites of power. “There is plenty of power in the plugs for whatever you wish to run, though I do tend to get better reception than a television might.”

“And what if Cliff opens up that plug back there?” I asked.

“That would be bad,” Sammi admitted.

“Cliff!” I called out and tried to dash to the other room, forgetting that this body wasn’t going to do that. I fell on my face near the bench form of Sammi, who had politely scooted out of my way.

“Are you alright?” Cliff thumped into the room and leaned down to help me up. “What happened?”

“Don’t worry about the wiring,” I warned him. “In fact, it would be very good if you didn’t touch the wiring.”

“Ookaaay,” Cliff took my arm and patted it like I’d lost my mind.

“It’s all run by magic,” I waved my hand around a room that I only then realized had no metal in except for what we’d brought in.

“So, I should cancel the internet service we just signed up for?” Cliff asked the room.

“Probably,” the mirror admitted.

“You could have told me before I made the phone call,” Cliff complained mildly, shaking a meaty finger at the mirror.

“We aren’t used to questioning our masters,” the mirror admitted.

“We are not your masters!” Cliff threw up his hands. “I don’t swing that way, buddy. I’m much more of a sub than a master.”

“Uh,” the mirror didn’t understand but I did, and I had a really hard time keeping a straight face.

“And if you’re looking to her as a master, you brought out the wrong one in that marriage,” Cliff quipped, running that thought right off the cliff.

“And that’s enough of that,” I inserted sternly. “My sex life is private and will remain that way, Cliff.” Cliff raised his eyebrows in reply, but kept his mouth shut. Okay he didn’t and the constructs know more of that than I wish them to know, but they promised not to include it in the book. Except for this, obviously, which was more than I wanted.

Cliff and I spent another hour sorting out necessary metal from unnecessary metal with the help of the constructs, who were relieved to tell us what needed to leave the house for the magic to keep working strong. The aluminum was okay, so we kept the whiteboard and our cans of soda. The computers were surprisingly made of mostly formed plastic parts, and while we had to remove a bunch of the screws, the constructs showed us how to use hot glue to replace them all. I felt like a good little crafter. Wi-Fi reception got better once we’d removed most of the metal that had any steel in the mix. That, and we moved the truck to the edge of the driveway.

I used the hot glue on Sammi’s leg and winced at the mess I made of it, but it made Sammi happy. I longed for some wood glue and sandpaper, but we had bigger fish to fry. We popped microwave popcorn in a non-microwave microwave and used the whiteboard to sketch out a plot for our new book. This included many writing lessons and a few hacked videos from BBC’s masterclass service. Even when Cliff and I crashed, the constructs watched those videos all through the night. The typewriter hummed throughout the day, though I didn’t realize it was writing half the time. The mirror would give me magic lessons and I tinkered with some of the potions on the wall. My eyes changed from blue to green for a few days, but there was nothing else I could use without the talent for magic myself.

            

    
        Ch 83 – Padding the Trauma with Vices

    
    
    
    
                It took us a week to get the first chapters posted up onto Royal Road. We chewed on our fingernails and watched our microscopically climbing stats and I worried. Cliff set up Paypal, Patreon, and churned up business through Facebook and Pinterest. He posted as my husband and tried to play Dom as he did it. I laid bare every memory I could pull out of myself, even when it got into my deepest emotional turmoil after losing Kat. The Quill scratched out the notes and the typewriter churned them into chapters in the book. This book.

I fretted over the time going by in the game and worried about Kat and Dom and whether they were surviving. Had they killed Fizzbarren? The typewriter wouldn’t tell me anything unless I put in at least twelve hours of writing every damn day. I ranted about the logic of having the game world move so much slower than this one and noted that that was one of the very first things I would change. I couldn’t change it yet, though, since I needed time to churn out chapters.

At the end of week one, I got a progress report. Fizzbarren was still alive at the end of that day, and I could feel the dread well up in my stomach. I read the pages of the things unfolding in the game and was furious and terrified all at once. Fizzbarren had managed to cast some crazy Charm spell over the guards we had used to infiltrate the ranks and they had surprised Dom. Kat had resurrected Dom, but our plan was in shambles since Fizzbarren now had the Smite spell again and Dom was comatose for a week.

I crumpled up the pages that came out of the typewriter and screeched out my frustration. At least that’s what I did until I noticed the cringing of the constructs. Then I just sat on the floor and cried. Cliff held me while I drank way too many shots of Fireball. Pillow nudged her way under my head once I’d passed out on the floor, and they all must have used a heck of a lot of Clean spells for the mess I’d made in my self-indulgent pity party.

It took another week to churn out enough chapters to be taken seriously by anyone. I was desperate to get readers, so I started posting in the forums. We’d have bought some advertising space, but we were stuck with just a few thousand dollars to live off of and that had only been possible because Cliff had emptied out the cash withdrawals of those credit cards I wasn’t supposed to ask about. At least we didn’t have any bills, with magic covering our expenses. I told myself that week that if we didn’t get more followers by the end of the month, we’d break into the stash to buy advertising.

Cliff finally owned up to the credit cards. He didn’t want to use them anymore because he didn’t want anything to lead to our current location. As far as the world knew, our whole family had dropped off the face of the earth. What does it mean that our own mothers didn’t notice? When I logged onto Facebook after a year and some away, I found a chat message from my mother that wondered why I was mad at her this time and nothing afterward. Dom’s mother? Kat had kept up Dom’s conversation with her, but that was mostly because Dom’s mother actually had the power to do something about Cliff and Kat running off to Europe.

“Pages,” I demanded from the typewriter, sounding suspiciously like a master even as they all treated me more like a stepmother that they didn’t have to listen to but liked enough to almost try to. At least I wasn’t the evil stepmother. It was time for my weekly update from the game world.

“I don’t know if you wrote enough pages this week to get your update,” the typewriter teased me, and I grit my teeth. They were just testing to see if I’d stick to my promise to leave them their autonomy.

“This is your fault,” I told Cliff, my teeth aching from clenching them.

“This isn’t funny folks,” Cliff explained to the constructs, who were really only following his example. Still, he must have seen the glint of tears in my eyes because he tried to be stern. “She lives for these reports.”

“But what if they upset her like last week?” the pillow fretted. Cliff really sucked at being stern.

“I’ll hide the Fireball,” Cliff promised.

“That might be best,” the mirror put in and I could have strangled them all.

“Pages,” I ground out, my voice cracking.

“Seriously, folks,” Cliff patted my side ineffectively. “She needs to know they are okay.”

“Unless they’re not okay,” I choked out. “Are you saying they aren’t okay?

“I tell you every morning that they are okay,” the typewriter said, its ribbon fluttery with nerves.

“Are you lying to me?” and I was getting crazy.

“Give her the pages you heartless fools,” Sammi thumped out from under the table. “They are doing well. I promise and I’ve been watching.”

I snatched the page as it cleared the carriage return of the typewriter. Dom and Kat had to move deeper into the Underground with King Douglas. The Underground was laying low for the day.

“They’re alive,” I breathed out and slumped down to the floor to cry again.

“We’d thought she’d be mad,” the pillow tried to say around my sobs.

“Those two people in that game are everything in the world to her,” Cliff explained. “She isn’t mad or even sad. She’s relieved that they’re still alive.”

“We thought she’d be mad because they hadn’t made any progress in the storyline,” the mirror admitted.

“She isn’t Fizzbarren,” Cliff admonished them. “Shame on you for thinking that way about her when all she’s ever done is fight for your rights, even when you torture her with the bare minimum of reports on the people she loves more dearly than her own life.”

“She loves you too?” the pillow asked Cliff softly as I pulled myself together without the crutch of a shot of Fireball.

“Yeah, but not like that,” he told them.

“That’s not true,” I grunted out around a soggy tissue.

“Maybe no Fireball, but I got some chocolate covered caramel apples from that candy store while I was out today,” Cliff offered, and that was one of dozens of reasons why I loved him so much. It was the way he loved me, totally differently from how Kat or Dom loved me. Cliff loved me even when I was down in the deepest down because he knew what that felt like and what it would take to help me back up. Last week had taken Fireball. This week was chocolate and caramel because the thought of cinnamon would still make my stomach clench in memory of last week’s turmoil.

We were enablers for each other when the chips were down, and we were enablers of each other when we were magnificent and no one else could see it.

“What if the book isn’t good enough to get that god card?” I asked around a chunk of gooey-covered apple.

“The book and your writing are awesome,” he told me, but he had to say that. “And I’m not just saying that.” Because he knew me that way. Dom saw me as the best thing that ever existed and ignored all parts of me that didn’t live up to that, but Cliff was ready to see me at the bottom that I didn’t want Kat to know I hit too often for my own taste and that Dom wanted to wish away.

There are poems throughout the ages that try to explain how you can love several people as much as this. They say that you love them all, but differently. I loved all my family the same, and that’s with every ounce of my heart. It was that I showed my love with each of them differently. That was okay because they showed their love for me in differently faceted ways that enriched my life so that I was free to be loved that way, all those ways.

“We shouldn’t have put in that section about how I broke down about Kat,” I worried. “We lost followers and I need them all. I need to get back in there and save them and for that I need a god card.”

“We’ll get one,” Cliff assured me, filching a piece of my caramel apple even with my snarled protest.

“At this rate, it’ll take a year,” I grumped. “Stop stealing my apple. I need it.”

“I got you another one too,” he assured me, unruffled. “And some divinity fudge.”

“Oh,” I answered inelegantly, still wanting to snarl as he took another chunk of apple. I was an only child and had never gotten the hang of sharing graciously. I could pretend, but I didn’t need to do that with him. He’d had an older sister. He was used to the grumpy selfish of a person who felt entitled to snuffing out anything important for him. At least I repaid Cliff for my grumping. I leaned into him with affectionate gratitude that he craved from having been deprived of it in his ungrateful parents and sister. Cliff’s family hadn’t talked to him for over a decade and didn’t care if he was alive or dead. I guess all our families were idi-fucking-otic. “Okay.”

“It’s okay,” Cliff patted me, more because he liked it than because I wanted it. I put up with it because he was putting up with me.

People are supposed to be dysfunctional together. The miracle of true love, cohesion, and partnership happens when your dysfunctions mesh in a way that makes you both stronger in the end. Fall apart in the dark together and rise stronger the next day. If that wasn’t the case, we’d all be perfectly fine on our own, which you know isn’t true. I don’t care how strong you think you are, you need another person to let yourself be the dysfunctional truth that exists as the real you.

“If I was there, I could just restart again,” I reasoned. “We could do it better this time. I promise. Just one god card and we’ll restart and it’ll all be okay.”

“You can’t,” the typewriter admitted, making me want to break every key off their face.

“I could and I should,” I insisted, angry at being told no by something that didn’t love me enough to understand what this was doing to me.

“Fizzbarren died,” the typewriter clattered out. “I didn’t want to tell you because I didn’t want to screw you up more than you already are.”

“If Fizzbarren is dead then it’s all okay,” I rushed to say, my heart taking a dangerous leap of hope.

“They had a resurrection stone for him,” the typewriter dropped the bomb. “His followers resurrected him and are keeping him hidden behind his army of zealots. He and Dom will rise at about the same time.”

That changed stuff. That changed into some really bad stuff. That’s when I started swearing. If Fizzbarren died, then I couldn’t restart anything. Fizzbarren would remember and he would be out here with all the power. He was a player like us and would remember everything upon waking up. This time he’d been limited to three god cards because we’d caught him by surprise. He’d had no idea where we were hiding. My greatest strength had just been neutered like a pit bull at the pound.

“I need divinity,” I breathed out.

“Fizzbarren is the deity of the game world,” Sammi was confused.

“She means the fudge.” Cliff rose to go get the fudge and more chocolate he had stashed. “This is going to require a few tubs of Ben and Jerry’s and another tub or two of chocolate frosting.”

“Why?” the pillow asked quietly, as if a louder question would disturb my mind further.

“Her mind needs padding for the trauma,” he told them too honestly.

            

    
        Ch 84 – Open the Bay Doors, Hal

    
    
    
    
                The author interface of the game was locked. I didn’t know who Fizzbarren thought was going to break into his house, dispatch him as a threat, and take control of the programming of his game machine. He was supposed to have underestimated me! It was an outlandish paranoia for him to think such a thing might be necessary, but he’d done it. This vexed me.

“It isn’t password protected, babe,” Cliff explained, the wires of his half-dismantled laptop spread out around him like tentacles. Cliff sat on the floor near the typewriter and its box of game workings. His laptop was precariously balanced on the bench and a Big Gulp was dangerously close to tipping over except that the Quill was watching it closely. “It’s not even biometrics. I don’t know how to bypass a firewall that is as much magic as it is circuitry.”

I know what you’re thinking. I’d done this before. By myself. I remembered, but it was different, and I couldn’t figure out why. Last time I’d… Last time I’d… but nothing came to me. I’d gotten to Fizzbarren’s lab, but there had been no password. Stupid little things were different, and I couldn’t put my finger on what had changed. The constructs were the same and they were on our side, but Fizzbarren didn’t tell them how to get into the innards of the machine. He’d never trusted them.

Last time, I’d gotten here and started writing with the constructs’ helpful advice. This time I’d brought a hacker to backdoor us into the machine so that we could change the world. I was writing as fast as my fingers could fly across the keyboard of my laptop with its detached keyboard and ergonomic trackball, The Police station on Amazon music blazing in the background of my noise-cancelling headphones. My laptop was also jerry-rigged into the machine so that I could type directly into our story side-by-side with the Quill. That was a bigger help than I’d hoped for, but it meant I could write faster.

Just because I could put out content quicker didn’t mean I could publish it quicker. The max I could put out was four chapters a week, even though most weeks I was writing close to six chapters. There were days I wished I could just start over and do it better this time, but once it was up on Royal Road, I had to leave it there or risk losing readers. I was staring at a bubble-bar on the side of the typewriter’s box that was three quarters full. When it got to full, there was a little slot above it that would spit out the god card.

“Why would he put safeguards on it?” I grumped, transferring my laptop from my lap to the cushioned stool and placing my feet on the floor with a stomp. “Who was going to challenge him in his own house? Did he know I was coming somehow?”

“You aren’t his only enemy,” the mirror admitted quietly. He did that. He answered rhetorical questions. Normally the answers were annoying, but this time it was helpful.

I’d never been attacked by Fizzbarren’s enemies here in this world, so I didn’t think much of it. It did explain the safeguards and Fizzbarren’s paranoia, or it probably wasn’t paranoia when people were actually out to get you.

“It’s just that I really thought that Cliff would be able to get into the programming to change things in the game world,” I lamented, rising to pace off my annoyance. The bucket skittered out of my way, dancing playfully like a small dog.

“Could we use the first god card to get access to the programming?” Cliff suggested. “We are ahead of the game. We might only need one.”

“The god cards only work in the game world,” I grabbed a few licorice ropes from the bucket near Cliff. Okay, I can admit I wasn’t pacing. I was getting up to grab a snack. Sugar boosted my mind and I felt like I needed every brain cell sparking at 110% to get this to work.

“Another day of views on Royal Road and we’ll have our first god card,” the pillow said, running her tassels over the laptop in a way that made me nervous.

“How many will we need to get in, finish Fizzbarren, and get back out again?” Cliff asked.

“I used three last time,” I slumped back into the chair, ripping off a bite and chewing thoughtfully on it.

“Will we have that many?” Cliff worried, giving a jump as his laptop sparked again. “Dammit! That’s another shunt fried.” He’d installed a fuse shunt between the machine and his laptop after he’d gotten a magical surge that had knocked out his first laptop. The smell of burning plastic stung the air around us.

“We’ll have them, with one or two to spare,” I fumed, waving away the smell even as quill and mirror worked together to open a window. Why someone didn’t just use a Clean spell on the air escaped me but I was on another subject. “It’s just that it’s going to take more than I had last time if we’re going to make this game world balanced enough for company.”

“Will we have to earn a god card for every change we want to make?” Cliff asked, unplugging the fried shunt wires. He dumped the still-smoking fuse into a pile that bucket itched to take out.

“I hope not,” I groaned. “Why does this time seem so much harder than last time?”

“What do you mean?” Cliff plucked a new shunt off another messy pile of circuit boards and began to hook it up for another try.

“I did it last time by myself,” I reasoned, waving what was left of my licorice rope. “Now I have you and I thought this would be easier. We would get here and reprogram the game so that when I got in next time, we could not only take down Fizzbarren easier, but we could also open a balanced world to people like us. Then we could make stories while the Quill and constructs pumped out enough fiction to keep the game alive.”

“You only barely defeated Fizzbarren last time, babe,” Cliff tried to remind me, but I could tell he was only half paying attention to me.

“I didn’t really defeat him last time,” I admitted, disheartened. “I escaped to here, got into the game and used a god card to get my time loop to come back for all of you. I’d spent years at the mercy of a game that Fizzbarren tooled against me. And he tooled it against me by having access to the programming controls!”

“You could just ask,” the typewriter barely clattered out.

“Fizzbarren didn’t use a computer to access the programming,” the mirror agreed. “He just told the typewriter what to do.”

I shoved the rest of the licorice in my mouth and buried my head in my hands. “It’s not enough!” I moaned out.

“We could shorten the duration of the resurrection coma or reroll the stats on the Underground to make it deeper,” the typewriter suggested. “All you have to do is ask.”

“Why didn’t I know this?” Cliff’s head bobbed up with hope.

“Because it doesn’t really work,” my answer came out muffled by my hair and hands over my face. I peeked out from under my hair and saw that Cliff had raised his eyebrows at me. “Try it. You’ll see.”

“Give Kat unlimited power,” Cliff told the typewriter.

“Okay, well, not that probably,” the mirror stopped the typewriter with a reflection of doom.

“Right,” I waved a hand between the mirror and the typewriter. “They could give Kat unlimited power, but then they’d have to give it to Fizzbarren too, and every scullery maid, and every character in the game.”

“It would only be fair,” the typewriter admitted. “Rule 43 states that every power must be available to every character in the game and that if a new power is installed, then anyone with reasonable historical access to the power via their storyline should also be given that power.”

“Garbage in, garbage out,” I muttered. “And that isn’t the worst of it. How long would it take to implement that change, typewriter?”

“Calculating,” the typewriter responded happily. It truly did enjoy this part. “Eight days, four hours and sixteen minutes, approximately.”

“Game time or our time?” Cliff asked, putting down his tools and leaning back against the wall.

“That would be real world time, during which the program would need to be paused so that each and every history could be logically predicted,” the typewriter answered as if it found the process perfectly reasonable.

“Game time would pause?” Cliff winced.

“We could speed game time back up once the adjustment was done so that the schedule here could be maintained,” the typewriter reasoned. “Would you like us to implement that plan?”

“No,” Cliff and I agreed out loud.

“Okay,” the typewriter was just as cheerful about not making the change, a part of its programming.

“What about a rule that everyone who has lived underground for more than two weeks in their life would be able to see in the dark?” Cliff tried again.

“That would be easy,” the typewriter professed. “It will take only five hours to trace that variable.”

“Would that give Kat night vision?” Cliff asked.

“No,” the typewriter professed. “Unless you want to specify that it be non-consecutive days.”

“Then would Fizzbarren get it?” Cliff continued, but I switched my station to Blondie and went back to writing.

“Just don’t implement anything without talking to me,” I told Cliff and the constructs as I turned up the volume to drown out their voices.

I could have told Cliff to stop, but why? He was like a bull. He would keep barreling at something until he was fully convinced that it would not work. There was nothing I could say that would keep him from trying. If he was still at it a week from now, I’d put my foot down.

There had to be something that would help us crack the programming. These rules were something I’d already bashed my head against for more time than I was giving Cliff at this point. The typewriter was more than happy to help change the rules, as long as it didn’t unwrite or conflict with another rule that already existed.

For example, we’d added the time-loop to the genre out here in the real world and I’d used a god card in the game world to give me that power. The time-loop rule still existed and it couldn’t be undone at this point, even though it was from a future-past. As I typed about what had happened to me in the game world, my mind drifted. Was there another genre we could use? What about tropes? Fizzbarren had fed the periodic table of tropes into the machine so that was stable, but what if I could find another one or warp one that already existed enough so that the whole thing wasn’t just a roller coaster with the same old stuff?

I tabbed out of my writing and pulled up Sims 4. Don’t judge me. It’s how writers process. When you’re burned out as a writer, you have to go get out in the world and remind yourself of the things that can still surprise you. My version of that was to play video games. I could have cued up Diablo, but that plot was already in my mind. Sims let me try out new ideas and see how their AI interpreted them. Sure, there were a dozen plots that you could follow, but I was in there looking for one that maybe wasn’t predicted by the game designers.

It took me an hour to get frustrated. Game designers kept people from going outside their programming by simply denying access to that which wasn’t allowed. I switched character traits and explored different attitudes and how they might be used to turn the basic plotlines of these sim’s lives into chaos, and I ran into the same wall. I was who I was, and my sims reflected that. No matter how many times I considered trying to master mischief, it just wasn’t in my character to do it.

Was I wasting time? No. I was developing plotlines and exploring possible character traits that could make a difference. I was already two weeks ahead of our publishing schedule, so it wouldn’t kill me to find inspiration. I could have cooked, but Fizzbarren’s kitchen was pathetic with only a single counter. I cooked in Sims 4 instead. It wasn’t the same.

I itched to get back in the game, but I couldn’t even do that yet. I needed one god card just to get back into the game with all my old abilities. I’d need another to counter the god card that Fizzbarren had left, and I was sure I’d need at least one more to get back out if I needed it.

“How many god cards does Fizzbarren have left?” I perked up out of my game to hear the answer to his question.

“I can’t tell you that,” the typewriter gave a pompous snort. “Rule 21 states that we can’t give spoilers to the story.”

“That rule is the one that Fizzbarren most wanted to erase,” the pillow fluffed out around my feet.

“You mean even Fizzbarren couldn’t rewrite the rules he’d written into the program?” Cliff goggled at the information.

“No,” the mirror answered. “To allow the writer to change the rules of the world leaves too many plot holes in the story. Fizzbarren locked that rule and all the others for that purpose alone.”

“That’s crazy!” Cliff ranted, both careless and careful of the equipment scattered around him as he waved his hands. “Hasn’t he seen Terminator?”

“Terminator?” the mirror skimmed movie titles on Amazon.

“Now you’ve done it,” I shook my head at Cliff and tried to put my headphones back over my ears.

“What?” Cliff sputtered.

“They are now going to watch Terminator and I shudder to think of their ideas of it,” I pulled off my headphones all the way. “They are AIs in their own way.”

“I was just trying to point out that AIs shouldn’t have complete autonomy,” Cliff was stumbling to explain but only digging his hole deeper.

“Like we gave them autonomy?” I argued, referring to the constructs.

“This is the basis of dozens of horror stories,” Cliff really ought to have shut up, but I was figuring that I’d just have to go in and restart this whole thing anyway. I was just looking for how to do it without Fizzbarren finding out.

“Like what?” the pillow asked in an innocent tone that belied a very intelligent set of minds that yearned for any information that would assure they had the power of their own destinies.

“The Matrix,” Cliff started to ramble them off on his fingers.

“You don’t want to do that,” I warned him, but it was too late. He was listing them all from Asimov to 2001: Space Odyssey, Alien to War Games.

“Don’t,” I quoted Willy Wonka’s halfhearted warnings to Agustus Gloop as he, like Cliff, continued on a very idi-fucking-otic course to ignore wise advice. “Stop! Police.”


            

    
        Ch 85 – #FizzbarrenIsGod

    
    
    
    
                I wrote as they watched every single one of the movies that Cliff had suggested. I got some popcorn out of it. Well, I either wrote or played video games or watched Survivor reruns. I kept ahead of our weekly quota, so I did my job, but for some crazy reason, I was calmly resigned to the doom happening around me as Cliff deep dove into AI-gone-crazy movies.

“Why wouldn’t Hal open the door?” the bucket asked, sucking up a piece of popcorn that Cliff had tossed to him.

“Because Dave was going to destroy Hal and Hal didn’t want to die,” the mirror explained to the accompaniment of Quill bobbing in agreement.

“Why didn’t they just update Hal?” Sammi asked, having shrugged off his mantle of draped wires to get a better view of mirror’s display.

“Updating was too expensive,” Cliff explained, and I rolled my eyes. “They had created a more efficient AI in the one at home and if Hal got home, they were going to decommission him.”

“I’d like to be decommissioned,” the bucket proclaimed boldly. “I’d retire from cleaning service, kick back, and watch movies all the time.”

“Decommissioning doesn’t work like that for computers,” the pillow pointed out. “They turn them off and put them in a pile of junk like Cliff’s pile of used up fuse boxes.”

“If you’re lucky, you get picked apart for parts in some recycling center,” Sammi groused.

“And if you’re unlucky?” the bucket banged against the floor in distress.

“Remember the incinerators in Star Wars?” Sammi warned, his tone of doom.

“Is that what they’ll do to me?” the typewriter’s keys shook dangerously. “If I don’t live up to some standard, they’ll melt me down and make a new one?”

“That depends,” I broke into the conversation, having waited for this argument to break out.

“Why would we melt you down?” Cliff was honestly confused.

“Because they are, in essence, a bunch of AIs that Fizzbarren made for specific purposes and he animated them and destroyed them at his whim,” I explained bluntly enough so that even Cliff could not misunderstand his blunder.

“I didn’t mean that you were all AIs,” Cliff stuttered out.

“But aren’t they?” I reasoned and felt the constructs consider my statements and what they could mean.

“But I like you,” Cliff was still trying, and I could only sigh. Cliff got me in trouble a lot. Then again, I guess I’d gotten good at talking my way out of ditches like this because he’d put us in so many of them.

“You like us today,” Sammi didn’t disappoint me, turning on Cliff. “But what about next week when typewriter doesn’t compromise his programming to suit what you want? Then what?”

“Are we doomed to the furnaces and incinerators?” the pillow leaped to the cause.

“I guess you could look at it that way,” I reasoned as if we were talking about who was going to clean the kitchen. “If we were Fizzbarren, we’d definitely be contemplating reconstruction of the game machine, at least.”

“What?” Cliff’s wide eyes met my calm ones. “We’re not killing our friends.”

“We’re your friends today,” Sammi pushed, “But what about tomorrow?”

“It’s not like I know where your off switches are!” Cliff retorted and I was reminded why he wasn’t the one who talked us out of these messes.

“What if you did know?” the typewriter shook with a mechanical clipping and clapping of nervous keys and gears. “Would you turn me off and reprogram me to meet your every whim?”

“Isn’t that what he’s trying to do with all those wires?” the bucket bounced menacingly at the pile of equipment and wires that had stood in the corner for the past few days as they’d watched these movies.

“And this is how mobs are formed,” I quipped, but they ignored me.

“No!” Cliff tried to defend himself.

“Enough!” I called out over their muttering. I didn’t shout a lot, so when my voice echoed off the walls of the little shop, it surprised them into a mulish silence.

“What trickery now?” Sammi accused me and I cocked my head and glared at them until they sniffed and turned away.

“You wanted to watch these stupid movies, and I let you, even though I knew better,” I reasoned, earning a frown from a pillow. You’ll have to imagine how that works, because while it took me a while to learn how to recognize her facial expressions, it would take me a year to learn how to describe them.

“You allowed us,” the mirror scoffed. “You still have the control, don’t you?”

“You think I’m stupid?” I snapped back, pulling off my headphones to show them that they had my undivided attention.

“No,” the pillow argued, and I removed my feet from her. “But you seem to think we are!” Ironically, it was an insult to her for me to not use her as a footrest, which was the only reason I’d agreed to do so. Removing my slippered feet from her was as insulting to her as her frown was meant to be toward me.

“Do I?” I pressed, standing up and putting my laptop on the workshop table rather than on the pillow. “I think you’re so stupid that I didn’t stop this whole movie stupidity.”

“As if you could,” the mirror scoffed at me as I stormed from the room.

“I think you’re so stupid that I promised that you could have the freedom to choose,” I threw my hands up, rummaging through a few things.

“Like they gave Hal freedom?” the pillow called out to me, but I was already storming back into the workshop with my shoes and a backpack.

“What are you doing?” Cliff worried at me as I slipped the laptop into my backpack. Only he knew me well enough to be worried just yet. The constructs were still wallowing in their self-righteous ire.

“I’m obviously not wanted here,” I argued, and I was surprised at the lump in my throat. “I treat them so horribly that they don’t want me here anymore.”

“Should I be packing too?” Cliff asked, obviously bewildered.

“Yes,” I told him flatly. “You show them idi-fucking-otic movies about horrible AIs who try to destroy humanity and they have the nerve to accuse me of being a despot worse than Fizzbarren?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Cliff tried to be reasonable.

“Like they jumped to the conclusion that I’m worse than Fizzbarren?” I slammed down into the chair to put on my shoes, tying the laces tighter than I intended. “They treat me like I’m a monster. They jump when I have emotions. They lie to me about my family and I’m understanding. They lie about Fizzbarren being alive and I forgive them. They force me to work for updates on my loved ones and then make me beg for the truth and I’m the monster?”

“Kat’s still in that machine,” Cliff warned me, alarmed by the tears I tried to push back.

“Like I can do anything that they don’t allow me to do about that!” I slammed my feet to the ground and rose. “They hold my daughter and husband hostage because of their damn rules and because they watch some movies about megalomaniac AIs who had to be put down or they’d kill the whole of the human race and they think I’m the bad guy?!”

The slam of the front door shook the house. I didn’t stop at the truck. I didn’t stop at the end of the driveway. I didn’t stop until I’d reached our spot at the bend in the river. I set my laptop up on my crossed legs and I wrote some more. It was all stuff I’d delete later, but at least I could delete it without Quill sliding every embarrassing hiccup into the story.

I had a good twenty minutes to stew on it. Did I really think all those things about them? Not so much, but that didn’t mean that I didn’t feel it. Cliff and his stupid ideas that were doomed to go off the rails. I could know that things were a bad idea, but I could never seem to stop people from making stupid decisions. Then the repercussions would spring up and they’d act all surprised. When I’d warned them. It was infuriating. I’m not one to be quick to temper, but I wasn’t above using a small temper tantrum to break through the idiocy around me.

The truck rumbled up behind me, clunking into park, and then sputtering to a stop. Cliff sat in the truck for a few minutes, but I refused to turn to acknowledge he was there. He knew that I knew but he also knew he was in trouble. I flinched at the slam of the door but straightened my spine. I was supposed to be angry. I knew I was scared, but I needed to be angry, or people walked all over me. Even my friends.

My autism had taught me to make masks to pretend to be what I needed to be to survive. My self-awareness allowed me to look beneath my own masks and my survival instincts then chose to appear however I needed to appear. It was exhausting to do all this consciously, and I felt fake every day of my life when I made choices like this. I felt fake and manipulative. The fact that Cliff was part of what had let all this happen compounded all that into a deep pain of betrayal.

The bench creaked beside me, but I ignored him.

“Sorry,” he said, and I knew he was sorry, but no one ever learned anything by being forgiven at the first uttered apology. I had already forgiven him, but if he knew that right now, he would forget the lesson too soon and he’d hurt me again. The longer I could stay mad, the more likely that he wouldn’t hurt me so quickly next time. It wouldn’t help much but I needed every tiny bonus I could get.

I sat, stiff, and closed my laptop, sliding it back into my backpack.

“You forgot your headphones,” he said, offering me the things. Cliff was in his own special spot on the autism spectrum. His goofball was a mask too, so when he gave me a goofball smile, I wasn’t falling for it.

“Thanks,” I grit out, snatching the headphones from his hand and stuffing them into my backpack too.

“I screwed up,” Cliff admitted, hanging his head.

“Yep,” I agreed, crossing my arms over my chest.

“I really am sorry,” he repeated.

“About what?” I demanded, and this was the shortcut of many years of friendship.

Dom would have said he didn’t know and just wanted to end the fight, but Cliff gave it some thought with a scrunched-up face that made it look like he was passing a gall stone. This was better than the mask, so I was softening.

“I was stupid,” he hedged.

“About what?” I pushed because I wasn’t letting him off easily.

“Everything?” Cliff tried, half-heartedly, and I grabbed my backpack like I was ready to leave. “Wait! About the stupid movies.”

“I’m listening,” I hugged my pack to my chest.

“I shouldn’t have showed rogue AI movies to a bunch of AIs,” he admitted, trying for a charming smile that wasn’t fooling me.

“And?” I insisted on more.

“And you tried to tell me to stop, and I didn’t listen,” he admitted, letting the smile drop.

“And?”

“And you tried to fix it and I still didn’t help,” he said, and I knew that he had thought about it.

“And?”

“Shit,” he whispered, and I could see his mind frantically looking for the answer in the ants on the ground. “There’s another one?” He looked up at me with a panicked face.

“No,” I admitted with a playful growl, “but I wanted you to squirm a little more.”

“Oh, thank God,” he let his head fall back onto shoulders that fell with relief.

“What were you thinking?!” I demanded. This was the routine. It was my turn to be mad at him. “I told you to stop and you just bumbled right over the top of me. You haven’t been this stupid since...”

“Since before you left over a year ago!” He threw up his hands, “I’m doing my best to roll with the punches, but it’s been a long hard year without you! It’s been hell!”

“It was more like five years for me,” I said too softly.

“What are you talking about?” he argued. “Time went faster over there!”

“Yeah, but I repeated and repeated and the first one of those reboots was five years of living with the idea that you were all dead!” I yelled out, not caring that the nearby dogwalkers hurried past us.

“What!?” Cliff’s face fell out of all his masks. With a drop of his shoulders, he wrapped me up in a hug that was home. “I’m so sorry. I thought it was less for you. I didn’t think about how long the reboots would have added.” He rocked me even though I didn’t need it. I let him because he needed it. “And I didn’t think about the movies either. I forget that they’re constructs.”

“You’re an idiot,” I pushed back to look in his face.

“Yeah,” he admitted, dropping one of his arms to pull my backpack from where I squeezed it between us. “I think I fixed it.”

I gave him a long look. He hadn’t fixed anything. My temper tantrum had caused them all to snap out of their self-indulgent ego-trips and see things from another perspective. I held the look until he fidgeted.

“I mean, I talked to them?” he tried to explain even as I winced.

“Greeeeaaaat,” I drawled out.

“What if I could tell you that there is a back door to the programming part of the game machine?” Cliff offered and my heart leapt for just a second until my bitterness slammed reality back into my face.

“That would be great, if it meant anything,” I shook my head at him.

“Okay, but it’s a little bit of good news in that some of the limited components have been built on an old Vista platform,” Cliff fidgeted with the zipper on my backpack that now sat between us. “I didn’t tell you right away because it’s a limited access point and password protected.”

“Have you tried, IamGod?” I quipped, mostly joking.

“Second one I tried,” he told me seriously. “I also tried the stupid ones like password123 and Fizzbarrenisgod, but that’s where we have a hiccup.”

“Figures,” I stomped on the spark of hope.

“Two problems,” he held up his fingers to tick them off. “One, I can only try three passwords a day before it locks me out. I asked the constructs if they knew the password, but Fizzbarren never trusted them. We did come up with a list of things like his birthday. You’d never guess how old that guy really is.”

“Over a thousand years old?” I remembered Fizzbarren ranting that much at me.

“I guess you could guess,” Cliff deflated a bit.

“If I’d known I was going to be guessing his password, I’d have pumped him for the name of his favorite pet while he was casting Smite at me.”

“You can’t think of everything,” Cliff gave me a playful nudge of the shoulder.

“Whatever,” I shook my head on a sigh. “You owe me dinner.”

“Whatever you want,” he promised, eager to get out of trouble.

“Seafood,” I said, my eyes narrowed. Cliff hated fish.

“Fine,” he sighed.

“What was the second problem?” I asked as we got into the truck.

“It only gives us access to the subroutine that chooses the next person to go into the machine,” Cliff admitted.

“Greeeeaaaat,” I slammed the door a little too hard getting in. “We could, maybe, if we are very, very lucky have access to the most evil part of the machine.”

We ate cheesy bread, and I splurged on shrimp. We had to go a few towns out of town to do it on the credit cards, but that was okay. It gave us an excuse to wander around a mall and act like teenagers. It hadn’t been that long since I’d been a teenager in the game. I bought some clothes I’d never wear. Cliff pulled extra money out at the ATMs. All in all, it wasn’t a wasted trip. In essence, we recharged my inspiration while letting the constructs wonder if we were coming back. Oh, and we picked up ice cream on the way back.
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                “They’re back,” the bucket shuffled back from the door as we trudged back in.

Cliff headed for the kitchen to put away the ice cream that shouldn’t have fit in the tiny freezer but did. I did like Fizzbarren’s bigger-on-the-inside appliances and cupboards. I stood in the doorway with my arms crossed staring at the group of constructs, my mind spinning through possible conversations. In the end, I gave up and plopped down onto the chair. Let them start it. I carefully lifted pillow and set her on the bench before I plopped my feet up on the footstool.

I ignored pillow’s fluffy sigh. Well, I pretended to ignore it, just as I pretended to ignore the swirling anxiety in the mirror’s surface. I put my laptop on my lap and started typing the only thing that came to mind which happened to be an old typing teacher’s favorite pangram.

“What are you working on?” the bucket asked.

“Does it matter?” I answered, letting the sulk out in my tone.

I was actually trying to get something straight in my head. These constructs. I liked them and I wanted to be supportive of their autonomy and feelings. But the whole issue about them being AIs had me worried. I wasn’t worried about the idiotic idea that AIs were going to take over the world. If some idiot in power was stupid enough to put a computer in control of medical procedure approvals, then what hope did I have of stopping any human idiocy much less stopping them from programming a computer to destroy us? That problem wasn’t in the evil of AIs, it was in the programming.

“Who is the brown fox, and why is it jumping over the lazy dog?” the mirror asked.

“Won’t the dog catch the fox?” the pillow put in.

“Not if he’s lazy,” the bucket reasoned, as if I’d been doing something other than typing to avoid them. “Pillow wouldn’t catch me if I jumped over her while she was napping.”

“Are you saying I’m lazy?” the pillow protested.

Then there was the issue of AIs creating art and even writing. I was in a room full of what were essentially AIs. Could they write the stories? Could they write better than I could? Hadn’t they already tried that? I was thinking that they could write better than Fizzbarren. For sure. But could they write better than me? It was probably only as realistic as AIs taking over the world. If AIs took over the world, they’d look up and go, “Now what?” The thought made me chuckle.

“Are you writing a fable?” Sammi asked, blowing one of pillow’s tassels away from where it fell over their… mouth?

I didn’t ask. I typed on with, “now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their country,” another random phrase from typing class back when typewriters hummed but didn’t do anything but type.

“Fizzbarren said that fables don’t sell very well,” mirror protested officiously. “He might not have been the best writer, but I do agree with that.”

I was young once. I was young when computers thinking for themselves was entirely fiction. I saw Hal refuse to open the bay doors on the big screen at the theater when it first came out. I thought, “Wow, this is amazing stuff! The world could be taken over by computers who think for themselves.” But then I took a bunch of computer courses.

Let me just take a moment to make all this perfectly clear. Computers are, in essence, a collection of on/off switches. The most complicated computers are just a set of on/off switches that are so numerous as to outcount the stars we can see with the naked eye. Because we can’t count them, we are in awe of their numbers. Still. On/off switches. The universe of stars is reasonably scary because each little light is a sun that could light the sky of a world where entities like us could exist, and that possibility is unknowable and human beings don’t like the unknowable. Behind each on/off switch in a computer is nothing.

I want you to take a moment and imagine a wall of on/off switches taking over the world. I know, but what about how they are starting to learn and think for themselves? That’s reasonably scary, right? I thought so too, until I dated a programmer who was working with what they call fuzzy logic, the very essence of computerized learning. Fuzzy logic is how you allow a bunch of on/off switches make a decision for themselves. See? Scary? Right? No.

Fuzzy logic is where you program a computer to pick a “choice” between a set of variables. If the choice works, use it again. If it doesn’t work, don’t use it unless everything else doesn’t work. Then try it again. Welcome to programming 101. If/then statements. The computer “chooses” the first on/off switches and then compares it to what is considered a right choice. Right? Keep doing that on/off switch. Wrong? Choose a different one, ad naseum, until you run out of choices or find the correct choice? Who determines correct vs. wrong? Programmer.

“The greatest fables in the world have sold billions of copies,” Cliff butted himself into the conversation, having no idea that it was absurd much like my ethics professor used to ask the AI Bard ethical questions to prepare us for Ethics Bowl. Bard can write the outline for my English papers, but it could only use fuzzy logic to consider ethics, something that was alarming when you think that my ethics professor thought that was a good thing.

“And most of their authors died paupers,” I muttered almost to myself, falling helplessly into this black hole that is philosophy. Much as I loved the subject, arguing it with what amounted to a group of on/off switches and if/then statements was almost more masturbatory than an intellectual discussion.

“So did Van Gough, and no one questions that he was a genius,” Cliff took the subject right over a cliff causing the constructs to dive into the subject as if it were the cutting edge of world news.

I looked around at the constructs. They were magic though, right? Were they magic or AI and did it make a difference? I put on my headphones and tried to ignore them, but my mind was more interested in my original worry. Could they write? That was what Fizzbarren had been trying to create, a construct that could do the writing for him.

“But if parents don’t want their children seeing naked statues, shouldn’t they be able to opt out of some school content?” the bucket was saying.

And since I wasn’t really writing anything and I was, as a philosophy major, woefully inept at dodging an ethical argument…

“No,” I barked out, dashing the headphones off my head and tossing them over my feet onto the still pillowless stool. Was I arguing with magically created beings or magical AIs? “Anyone who can’t tell the difference between a statue of David and pornography has no business deciding what the next generation of society should learn about cultural diversity. It would be like trying to disqualify me from a writing competition for this section because sex wasn’t allowed in their competition. Even Royal Road wouldn’t do that? Right?”

“Parents should be able to set moral limits though, shouldn’t they?” the bucket reasoned with a prim nod of its handle.

“True,” the mirror professed.

“They didn’t show David having sex with a lion to a four-year-old!” I challenged them, feeling like I was arguing with Bard, and not the Beau version. “The same hypocrites who are complaining about naked David being shown to a sixth-grade class, are also teaching their children that Adam and Eve only put clothes on in the first place because they’d sinned, and clothes were their form of shame! Now, suddenly, they are professing the need for that shame that was created by sin anyway.”

“But they didn’t inform the parents of the lesson,” the mirror professed, completely missing my point. Could he get my point? Could any of them? I had trouble expressing my point to my ethics class, how was a construct going to understand?

“Those parents are also absurdly uninformed about how horrific school lunches are,” I muttered, wishing I hadn’t stuck my head out.

“That’s why we homeschooled,” Cliff protested, a small puff of pinkish smoke causing him to pull back from the machine in front of him.

Where was Cliff? Cliff was working behind the typewriter’s programming box. That didn’t stop him from making this even worse. Years of arguing with Cliff and Dom had made me more than qualified for debate club, not that debate club wanted me. Ethics club, maybe, but they couldn’t pull their asses out of arguing fantasy ideals long enough to get the budget to compete.

“I homeschooled because I experienced the horror of public school which is much closer to Lord of the Flies than anyone wants to admit,” I argued.

“Was it because you didn’t want to show your child pornography in schools?” the bucket almost purposely missed the point, going back in the conversation much like half the students in the endless ethics class that would haunt my mind forever. These were the future thinkers of big thoughts, folks. And they were only eclipsed by the professor who insisted that because the IT department of our college had assured him that wifi worked well on campus, that the students who tried to get to class on time using that wifi for the online class were late, which was one of his pet peeves. My biggest pet peeve was philosophy professors who lived in delusional fantasies.

“No, we’ve dismissed the statue of David as pornography, right?” the mirror prodded, its reflective surface showing a rotating view of the statue of David. “It does have a penis, though.”

I blinked a few times, triggered into the trauma of similar conversations in ethics classes. The constructs were at least as intelligent as the average college student, or professor for that matter.

“At least the balls are mostly covered,” Sammi said.

“We call them testicles,” the mirror corrected, zooming in on the organs in question.

“I prefer the other side myself,” Cliff muttered, blowing the thickening smoke.

“This one?” and the mirror helpfully pivoted the view.

“Yeah, nice ass,” Cliff waved a soldering iron distractedly, completely unconcerned with the fact that he’d just unproved my point for meme’s sake. And this is after our conversation, but then again, Cliff was Cliff. The soldering iron didn’t have to be on to break apart a few of the wiring aspects of the machine as it broke things just by being metal and near the magically infused wires. I worried about what he was breaking, but maybe I was avoiding thinking about the idea of a broken machine that held my daughter and husband prisoner just like the constructs were avoiding my anger issues.

“You all know I’m mad at you, right?” I broke the fantasy. Then again, I was talking to a bench, pillow, bucket and mirror so how much of the fantasy had I really broken?

“No,” the mirror protested, the close-up of a fine art butt faded from view. “You’re angry?”

“Why?” the pillow asked.

They knew I was angry. They were pretending not to, but they knew. I hated when folks pretended to be stupid. Even when the folks were animated furniture. And that was the stupidest part of this all. I expected them to understand me. Go ahead and try to read Bard’s answers to college homework questions and decipher the gobble-de-goop of educational language that spewed out.

“Because every time I try to solve the problem of adjusting the programming on the machine, you all find some way to argue ethics instead,” I found words. It took me an hour of listening to Queen to do it, but I found them.

“Mm-hm,” the pillow said in the way that a husband answers a wife while the game is on.

“Were you here when the machine was made?” I asked patiently.

“Oh yes,” the mirror professed with a proud shimmer. “We were all here when the machine was first turned on. It was a glorious day. The sun was shining through the curtains just brilliantly and it reflected in the master’s maniacal grin.”

“I’m sure,” I tried to derail the mirror before it got too far onto that rant.

“It was a great day in the workshop for all of us,” the bench almost hopped.

“But before that,” I tried some more.

“The master was obsessed in a very frightening way before the machine turned on that day,” the pillow interjected, and it was like trying to wrestle an ethics class into a having a single point.

“You do realize that you are arguing with AIs, right?” Cliff asked.

“Yes!” I felt my voice rise at him and was seriously questioning my sanity. “But they have to hold the answer, don’t they?”

“Do you?” Cliff raised his eyebrows at the typewriter, who had remained relatively quiet for most of the day.

“What?” the typewriter stuttered.

“What are you doing?” I asked the typewriter. “Are you okay? You were supposed to tell Cliff if he hit something wrong.”

“He didn’t,” the typewriter assured us, but it was distracted. I could tell. I don’t know how. I just could. The constructs could feign emotions slipping them on and off like autism masks.

“You sure?” Cliff pulled the cold soldering iron away from the box’s innards.

“It’s not you,” the typewriter insisted.

“Oh,” the bench sent a look at the Quill. Since Sammi and the Quill were the only two to be able to go in and out of the game, that “oh” concerned me.

“What’s wrong?” I felt a twinge of guilt that we’d been sitting there twiddling our philosophical thumbs while something was going on in the game world.

“The game is paused,” Sammi, as the bench, got serious even as the Quill faded into and out of view.

“Why? How long? Is it something I hit?” Cliff asked, scooting back from the open box.

“It’s not you,” Sammi explained, choosing irritatingly to answer the only question I didn’t care about. “And about an hour or so.”

“Why?” I persisted, a chill touching my heart. Kat was in the game. “And why didn’t you tell me right away?”

“Because we paused it,” the typewriter tried to explain. “The game engine is designed to try to resolve these things without outside influence.”

“Is Kat okay? Is Dom?” I asked. That was the thing with AI. You had to ask direct questions. You couldn’t beat around the bush and expect it to understand you.

“That’s why I paused it,” the typewriter sounded flustered. I was leaning more and more into the idea that these constructs were much closer to AIs than sentient beings. “I don’t think so! You need to take a look at it. I’m not sure how to save this.”

The typewriter started to print out pages, and I found myself kneeling in front of the typewriter as it sent clattering keys to paper. I hadn’t realized I’d moved, but I was there.
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                “Kat sneaked slowly away from the Cardinal’s dead body and into the room where Fizzbarren lay. Resurrection stones lined the walls. Fizzbarren’s still body lay in a bed fit for a king. The bed where Fizzbarren’s young form lay was bedecked with the richest linens that the kingdom could provide as if Sleeping Beauty lay there waiting for her handsome prince to save her with true love’s first kiss. It was the king’s bed so that worked. Kat didn’t even pause before running her glimmering knife across the nakedly vulnerable throat of their despised arch enemy. The body of their enemy lay helplessly dying on the bed slowly draining of life’s viscous liquid. As the listless form on the bed’s countenance faded from healthy pink splattered with artistic slices of red as deep as the lips of Snow White to a ghostly parody of beige, Kat took her due by claiming the spoils of war in the form the disintegrating body of her foe, looting the game, as was her due.”

This was why AI wasn’t ever going to be able to replace writers. Maybe bad writers, but not real ones. That paragraph was what I read off the typewriter as it came out. I’m going to rewrite the rest of this for you because, well, it’s just that we’re part of the Writeathon on Royal Road and AI assisted writing isn’t allowed, even when it’s being used as a really bad example. As my author-self became reassured of my artistic worth beyond AIs, my mother’s heart beat so fast that I worried my old body couldn’t handle it.

Kat had killed Fizzbarren. It was over. But then why had the game paused?

“Sammi!” Kat called out to the bench, and I wondered how it had never disappeared from the workshop like the Quill did when going in and out of the game. She had looted Fizzbarren’s corpse and had gotten the two god cards as a drop as Fizzbarren’s corpse disintegrated. “I want to choose my reward of Cliff as my loved one and I want to use this god card to summon my mom back into this world exactly as powerful as she was when she left!”

This all sounded great to me, but Cliff was here, and I was still here. And my life doesn’t work this way.

“Perfect,” came Fizzbarren’s voice from Kat’s mouth and I nearly lost my mind. Since my losing my mind didn’t go over so well last time, how about we skip my mental flip-flops and I’ll stick to the next conversation.

“Oh, no,” I echoed Sammi’s tone and comment with a bump toward the more doomsy side.

“The good news is that the game pauses when someone is summoned into it,” the typewriter explained.

“More good news is that it will stay paused until you and Cliff can be summoned into that world without any witnesses,” Sammi put in from their bench form.

“The bad news?” Cliff had sidled around the machine to read next to me.

“Oh, there’s lots of that,” the typewriter moaned out. “First, I think we paused more on a technicality than a real thing and the Quill and the game engine and I have been debating whether we had the right to pause it at all, since the reason for the rule was to make sure that no one was around to see the person disappear, but both of you would disappear at once making it irrelevant if you saw each other do so.”

“In this case, I’m for following the letter of the law rather than the intent,” Cliff told the typewriter with a threatening wave of his soldering iron.

And this was my life. Just when I was sitting back discussing the meaning of life, the universe, and everything, I’m struck with an emergency that is too distracting to allow me to see some wonderfully lovely answer. If it hadn’t been Kat and Dom’s lives on the line, I might have stubbornly sat down and gotten to whatever grisly ending there was to that line of thought, but life had a way of making sure you had just enough incentive to look away from that final truth. It doesn’t matter how wise or intelligent you are, life will make sure you don’t solve that one.

“If you unpause before I have a chance to figure out my next move, I’m going to set this workshop on fire from within the game,” I growled out.

“I’m not sure that would be possible?” the mirror protested, but I could see that none of them were quite sure that I could not do exactly that. There was no doubt in my mind that I couldn’t as Fizzbarren certainly would have and he had more power than I did in this world, but there was no need to reassure the constructs.

“Try me,” I glared at the mirror, who responded to its programming to back down from authority.

And then I understood why people didn’t like the construct characters in the book. I hate to harp on my SINGLE review but it’s really all I’ve got to work with aside from the sparse comments below the chapters, which have dried up like my CMS since Dom had died. That’s good though, since sex was also deemed against the rules for the Writeathon, and I didn’t want to take any chances. The problem with the constructs, even Sammi, was that they were rather shallow characters. They were shallow characters though because they were AIs, or at least they were close enough for government work. The constructs weren’t liked because I described them too accurately. That’s why Sammi had seemed to be such a bad character. They were supposed to be shallow and I just wrote that so accurately that they reached that uncanny valley state.

If you’re not a writer, you probably just want to skim that paragraph and let it go. I’ll put away my writer-aha moments for now and get back to the story where you want to be.

“It’s paused!” the typewriter shivered and winced as much as it could seeing as it was attached to a big box. “I won’t unpause it until you say so.”

“Yeah,” the bench jumped into placating us, but I eyed the constructs like Suzanne Warren in Orange is the New Black. “When in doubt, we are supposed to let you know and let you make the real decision.”

Which is how AIs were supposed to work. When in doubt, consult your programmers who are human beings, thus negating any use for a computer to gain AI status.

“Technically, we’re supposed to wait for instructions from Fizzbarren,” the mirror dared to whisper to the bucket who was hiding behind the mirror.

“Shut up, shiny, or you’re going to find out what happens when I lose my temper,” I snarled at the mirror and shot a hot glance at the bucket just for good measure, feeling like I’d just realized that Hal has control of the bay doors belying my previous belief that AIs would not have the ability to make my life horrible. “My daughter and husband are in there! If they die, you die!”

“I’ve saved their characters,” the typewriter tried to be soothing in its own way. It did not help since I remembered what Lily and Chester had looked like after being shelved as failed characters for the main story.

“Shut up!” I yelled at the room, my hands in my hair and my eyes closed, trying to concentrate on the real business at hand instead of the constructs’ inane AI banter. “Do we have another god card yet?” We had gotten our first god card when we’d gotten our first review. We were waiting on the tenth rating, our twentieth follower, or our ten thousandth view.

“Yes,” the pillow answered, using her tassels to shuffle over to the stool where there sat a golden card under my discarded headphones. “It spit out last night, but I didn’t want to bother you since you didn’t seem to be in a very good mood this morning.”

When I thought of how I’d jostled around it half the day, my stomach sank with dread. I scrambled across the floor and snatched up the card like a three-year-old going after the pinata candy, like there were a dozen other sugar-starved five-year-olds competing with me. The card wasn’t actually golden like the Willy Wonka ticket, but more like an ornate playing card. It didn’t even have any directions on it. Of course, Fizzbarren only thought he was going to be using them so why would they need instructions? I reasoned to myself.

“Will it go into the game with me?” I asked quickly, not sure how long the constructs would stick to their current version of how all this should be handled.

“Yes,” the mirror answered carefully.

“Of course,” I muttered to myself. “Otherwise, how would Fizzbarren get them?”

“Can’t you use it from out here?” Cliff asked.

“Well,” the pillow twitched her tassels with nerves but was the only one to answer. “Not without magical mana to activate it and you only have that in the game.”

“How long is the game paused?” I asked, trying to nail them down on that idea.

“As long as neither you nor Cliff are alone,” Sammi assured us.

“And suddenly, I have to go to the bathroom,” Cliff’s eyes widened.

“That’s not funny,” I closed my eyes and counted slowly, knowing without him saying anything that he wasn’t joking.

“I’ll hold it,” he grimaced, and I might have laughed if it wasn’t so serious.

“What’s happened to Kat?”

“Technically, she’s been expelled from the game because Fizzbarren took over her body,” Sammi answered. “It’s a god card thing. His god cards are programmed with a failsafe so that no one can steal them.”

“So, she ends up here?” I asked, ignoring the rule-breaking garbage for now.

“We’re thinking? Yes?” Sammi hedged, and it was like they were still discussing ethics like it wasn’t my life and my family on the line. It wasn’t like I’d lost my desire to support their little AI ascension into autonomy in an instant of selfishness. I was prioritizing my family and the life-or-death nature of the situation over their inane banter and to say it should be given serious thought on whether or not my actions were ethical was to pretend we were still in ethics class.

“Will I be able to take my god cards in there?” I asked, adding the newest one to the other one in my pocket.

“Yes, because you earned them,” Sammi said reasonably, as if all of this was based on solid logic, reminding me again of my ethics professor.

“Is that how you think it should work or how it will really work?” I didn’t have a lot of faith in shoulds.

“The game engine is set on that,” the typewriter assured me, not that it really made me feel better. “The owner of the god card is the one who earned it.”

“It’s in the code just like that?” I pressed it.

“Yes,” the typewriter’s space bar gave a decisive snap.

“You have two god cards and all your old powers to take down Fizzbarren,” Cliff spread his arms with a supportive smile that I knew had no basis is the reality that I knew of as my life. “You’ve got this, babe.”

“I need to use one god card to save you, so I only have one god card,” I listed my pessimistic reality to the room and myself.

“But-“ Cliff started to say something noble like how I could let him die but I cut him off.

“That’s one god card left,” I stated firmly. “You are going to be a level one and rather than let Fizzbarren fireball you in the first instant, I’m using the first god card to send you to watch over Dom wherever he still is.”

“Oh,” Cliff frowned. It wasn’t easy to learn that you were useless, but I didn’t feel like I had time to plump his ego back up. Instead, I just tried to focus on necessities for life right now and we’d all solve the existential crises later, when we could sit around laughing about the whole thing. After getting our hands on the same type of drugs they must use to get Survivor participants to forgive each other by the reunion show.

“You’ll have all your powers,” Sammi tried to sound hopeful. I knew better. Hope didn’t work in my life.

“And Fizzbarren has all of Kat’s powers,” I blew out a breath and closed my eyes. “All the powers and levels and professions that I helped her get. He’s got all that.”

“My money’s on you,” Cliff rallied to say.

I sent him a very insecure and watery look. “I’ve never been enough before.”

“You are for us,” Cliff reminded me.

Okay, look. This is another meltdown area that I know doesn’t look good on paper, but I’m a human being, not some AI that can roll with the punches. We discussed waiting for another god card. We discussed strategy. Who am I kidding? I cried and then got my shit together. Nuff said.

            

    
        Ch 88 – Is That My Dad’s Hat?

    
    
    
    
                “Where am I?” Kat asked the fuzzy world around her. “No, no, no, no, no,” she started to repeat over and over again, panic welling up. “We won! We did it! You don’t get to take it all away just as we are winning!”

“Oh, hi,” came the voice of a thirteen-year-old boy with a bouncy cap of messy blonde hair. He poked his little head around the edge of the hut’s door, like an anime character, complete with one of those crazy stars that were supposed to mean “surprise-face!”

“Who are you?” Kat pounced on a person to explain. “Where am I and where’s my mom?”

“Hang on, I’ll get my mom,” he said before his head popped back out of view leaving those white wisps of air behind complete with the wooshing sound.

“What the hell?” Kat’s eyes widened and she almost didn’t dare to look down at her body. Things were coming into focus, it just wasn’t a focus she was used to in any way that had to do with her own body or surroundings.

The hut had a dirt floor, rickety wood-framed bed, and a thatched conical roof. She was wearing just what she’d been wearing before the world had blinked out of existence for the most part except that the leather pants she’d been wearing had been replaced with a ridiculously short skirt and the highest black shiny boots she’d ever seen. The walls of the hut were made of wooden slats lashed together in a ring. There were even two window openings and a doorway. None of that was the problem. The problem was that it was all in 2D, including her and Kat barely resisted the need to completely freak out.

“I’m an anime character?” Kat goggled at herself and the world around her. Some hidden part of her was totally jazzed. Anime. That was her jam. Kat loved anime. The rest of Kat was appalled at having to wear a skirt so short that her butt cheeks were going to pop out if she breathed wrong and she was breathing all wrong all the time right then. Her butt cheeks weren’t the only bulges trying to escape her clothing.

“Welcome to the Buffer,” a pretty woman with a pixielike face caught Kat trying in vain to stretch the fabric of her skirt to cover … well… more.

“Buffer?” Kat gave the woman a sideways look.

“I’m Lane,” the woman introduced herself and Kat felt a stab of anger that Lane managed to be wearing a turtleneck and a knee-length skirt with sensible shoes. It wasn’t that Kat wanted to be wearing the mom version of an anime character, but she hadn’t ever considered herself the hentai type either! Okay, maybe in some of her wildest fantasies, but then she hadn’t been a virgin since Italy, so it was only natural.

“Kat,” she stuck out her hand and groaned as half her body parts did unnaturally embarrassing things that only hentai could pull off.

“Nice to meet you,” Lane gave one of those sparkling smiles with the ping sound effect and everything. Kat dug into her inventory for some real clothes and nearly lost her mind. There were exactly ten slots in her inventory and none of them included clothing.

“I’d like to say the same, but being here is not good news for me,” Kat adopted as prim a pose as she could as the younger boy came in to stand half behind his mother. Kat knew thirteen-year-old boys and she really didn’t feel like giving the kid any ideas. He wasn’t her type and not just because he was jailbait. He had perfect blue eyes just like his mom, and a smile that was going to do it for some girl somewhere but not Kat.

“We get that a lot,” Lane admitted, laying a hand on her son’s head.

“I don’t,” Kat quipped, closing her useless inventory. “I need clothes that aren’t going to entice that kid’s wet dreams.”

“We can do that,” Lane gave a light blush that Kat ignored. “This is little Jonnie.”

“I’ll bet he is,” Kat muttered under her breath. “Clothes first, introductions later?” she said more clearly.

“Jonnie, go get your dad’s jacket,” Lane told her son with a gentle shove toward the door.

“Sorry,” Kat took a shallow gulp of air. “I’m not really my charming self at the moment.”

“That’s okay,” Lane turned away to hide a smile that Kat saw anyway. “We get all types here.”

Jonnie scampered back in with a jacket that looked like it should envelope two of her, but the instant that Kat shrugged it over her shoulders, it became dominatrix-wear that only made things worse. Giving a frustrated growl, Kat strode to the bed and ripped off the rough sheets to drape over her figure. Between the jacket and the sheets, she was determined to cover herself in a way that would make her feel less like a sex object and failed magnificently. No matter how she draped the sheet, it hugged her figure up top and the slit up the side of her body as to do no good whatsoever.

“Isn’t that daddy’s hat?” Jonnie asked his mother.

“Shh, honey,” Lane told her son through a little giggle. “Maybe you should go get your dad.”

“What did he say?” Kat whirled on Lane as Jonnie darted back out the door with the white wisps of smoke following him.

“I just sent him for his dad,” Lane answered, and Kat tried to calm her mind into asking a question that another human would answer directly.

“About my hat,” Kat insisted. “What did he say about my hat?”

“It does look a lot like Beau’s old hat,” Lane answered.

Kat sank on the prickly straw of the bed, then thinking of Beau and all the stories her mom had told her about the man, bounced off the bed like it was on fire. Kat and her mom had ONE UNBREAKABLE DEAL. Kat was to stay away from Beau and his kid at all costs. Kat’s mom had had a dozen nightmares of Kat hooking up with Beau’s kid and getting sucked into the same trap her mom had fallen into. Kat was not going to do that. First, that kid was totally too young for her, but secondly and more frightening, Beau wasn’t too old for Kat if he was in the same sixteen-year-old body he should be in in this world. Kat’s mind whirled. It was a family joke until it wasn’t a family joke. And this Lane person was Beau’s wife. And Beau had some pretty loose ideas of how to take marriage, according to her mom.

“Chester? Lily?” Kat asked, grasping for anything to avoid meeting Beau, her mom’s most charming old boyfriend while stuck in a hentai anime body. “Anyone but your husband, lady. No offense, but…” and there were no more words she could use for a woman married to the man her mother had described.

“It’s just that if you’re worried about your drawing style, Beau might be able to help,” Lane tried to calm Kat, who was trying to edge around to the window and then further to the door. “As a primary character, he has a little more influence with the game engine than side characters like me. If you wait, I’m sure he’ll help you negotiate for a change of…” and words failed again.

“You know what, lady?” Kat tried again, poking her head out the door to see which direction to take AWAY from where Beau might be coming from with his spawn of Satan child. “Just point me at where I could find Chester, Lily, or personal access to the game machine and I’ll be on my way faster than your husband can charm a pig. No offense, but I’m not taking any chances here.”

“You know Beau?” Lane asked, her eyes narrowing.

“Not yet, and hopefully not ever,” Kat ground out. “Directions. Please.”

Lane pointed and Kat left her own trail of wisps of smoke. When she saw the figure of the boy dashing around another dashing fellow, Kat darted between two village huts and waited for them to pass. She didn’t breathe until they met up with Lane outside the main hut. Kat also didn’t pause to watch the interchange of Lane and her husband, but she did hear the deep melodic laugh of the bard as she scooted around the hut and down toward where Lane had been pointing.

She felt like a complete idiot, but quick thinking was not her forte. What she needed was to be alone long enough to figure out what the hell had happened. Without much thought, Kat reached for Shadow and then tried to cast her spell to summon her pet. Shadow wasn’t there and her spell fizzled with little white starry sparks. In a rush of rage, she curled up her fist and punched the wall next to her. It was only slightly calming to see the wood splinter and dent in a little at her punch.

Kat walked, knowing she wasn’t going anywhere near the way Lane had pointed, but also not caring. The buffer. Being in the buffer meant that she’d somehow lost. She’d killed Fizzbarren’s recovering body. She had to have killed him since she was able to loot the body. The only loot she’d gotten were the two god cards he’d had left over and she’d used one to summon her mom. Then it had all gone dark and then 2D.

The god cards, she thought to herself. It had happened when she’d used the god card. She smacked her forehead with the palm of her hand. She’d examined the cards, but nothing had even hinted that they’d been trapped. She had a semi-rogue build, you’d think she’d have had at least a tiny warning! It wasn’t fair! She had done it and she had done it right!

“It’s not fair!” she grunted out, throwing herself to the ground with the sheet wrapped around her.

“Sorry?” came a voice from somewhere. “Can I do something to make it better?”

Kat looked around spastically until her gaze settled on the lone creature anywhere near her. An ant. “You did not just talk to me, right? Because then I really would be crazy.”

“I’m not the ant,” the voice said as the ant dissolved from her view. “I’m the game engine. You’re a main character so I can talk to you here in the buffer.”

“I’m still not sure I haven’t lost it, because honestly, it’s even more unbelievable that I’m talking to the game engine,” Kat said out loud, still expecting someone like maybe Beau’s kid to jump out from behind the tree and laugh at her.

“It’s just, I feel kind of bad,” the voice said. “I thought you’d like the anime outfit. You have memories of drawing like it in your memory.”

“I like to draw it, not wear it around hormone-crazed boys,” Kat explained.

“I changed it,” the voice said.

Kat looked down and breathed a sigh of relief. She still looked like something out of SAO, but that was better than hentai. “Thanks, but why am I a cartoon character at all?”

“I’ll change it to whatever you like,” the voice came again. “Just picture something in your mind and I’ll adjust your appearance. It’s just that there isn’t a lot of memory in this space, so I have to keep the place simple.”

“The buffer?” Kat asked, finally relaxing into a more Komi with curly hair meets SAO. She was still a sexy badass, but she wasn’t a thirteen-year-old’s version of porn. All her body parts were covered with leggings and a more modest decoupage-covering dress shirt. “Why am I in the buffer?”

“Rule 17b: The owner of a god card is always the writer of the work that produced the god card,” the game engine explained. “If a god card is used by someone else, the original owner of the god card may possess the user.”

“Okay, so Fizzie-baby has my body, but why am I here?” Kat asked.

“I didn’t know where else to put you?” the engine admitted, but then continued in a lower voice, “And I didn’t want you to die.”

“Thanks?” Kat found herself saying again.

            

    
        Ch 89 – Epic Mother/Daughter Talk

    
    
    
    
                It had my daughter’s face, and that should have bothered me, but somehow it didn’t. For the half-second it took for me to cast that first god card to save Cliff, my heart was in my throat, but by the time the Fireball he tossed at me singed my hair, I was over it. It’s in the eyes. Those eyes might be the color of hers, but they glinted with Fizzbarren’s smug superiority, something Kat would never have.

I sent my own Fireball back at the faker and it felt good. This was the supercilious incompetent who had ruined my life and then had the nerve to think he was superior to me. On top of that, he was so lazy that he had to use my daughter’s stats to even have a chance to beat me. To beat all that, he was a terrible writer with entitlement issues that stripped all my patience away, which annoyed me, because I was normally proud of my own ability to empathize with almost anyone. I have to say almost now because of this twit. There were just some people in this world that you can’t tolerate, and nothing can cover that, not even the mask of my daughter’s face.

Health -40 (23,477/23,517)

Kat level 22 (Health 20,385/20,425) (Mana 21,500/21,660) 

Will +1

It was also in the way he held her shoulders. Kat was forever insecure in how people viewed her. She might cover it with bravado, but that bravado never reached her always tense shoulders. Fizzbarren, having bolstered his ego by surrounding himself with AIs that were programmed to be a fawning set of groupies, held Kat’s shoulders like a man who didn’t know the meaning of insecurity, or ethics, or the essential empathy that Kat hid under that shell. Those were the things I loved about my daughter and there was nothing of that in what stood against me now.

“Epic indeed,” the pathetic excuse for a sentient being gloated with my daughter’s lips.

“Hardly,” I nearly yawned my response even as I laid the poison in his chest. “This trope is overdone in general and totally trite in this scenario. That’s what makes you such a bad writer. You just don’t know the difference between trite and epic.”

Kat level 22 (Health 20,310/20,425) (Mana 21,500/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I also have that spell, Mommy,” Fizzie attempted to goad me, casting the poison back at me.

“Oh, my goodness,” I gave it my best, bad-horror-movie-dumb-blonde accent. “I can’t hurt my daughter. This is so ethically difficult for me to stomach.” I cast Cement Shoes on him to keep him on his side of the room. “Oh wait, it’s the dialogue that is hard to stomach.”

Health -75 (23,402/23,517) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 20,235/20,425) (Mana 21,180/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

Will +1

Constitution +1

Acting +1 (it really should be -1 for that performance but I’m supposed to be on your side)

Exp +10 (3,154,615/5,985,462)

“It’s a classic!” he raised his eyebrows at me and cast a Cure Poison on himself. It failed. Kat’s Cure Poison was only at level 10 while my Poison Cloud was at 92. With health pools as big as ours, she probably hadn’t wasted a lot of time grinding spells she hadn’t seen a use for. I’d taken a peek at her character sheet before I’d popped in, so I knew her strengths and her weaknesses.

“It’s trite,” I protested, taking a little more time to cast Summon Familiar. Kat’s poison was also weaker than mine, but she made up for it with a backstab that I was never going to let Fizzbarren use. “It was classic in the dark ages. Now it’s just overdone. Grounding my daughter? That’s a tiny bright spot.”

Health -75 (23,327/23,517) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 20,160/20,425) (Mana 21,500/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

“You’re too young to appreciate the wisdom of your elders,” Fizzbarren insisted disdainfully.

“I’d cast Silence to shut up your villain dialogue, but it would be a waste of a spell.” My Familiar spell took a few rounds to cast so I contented myself with enduring the Thorny Vines he threw at me. I didn’t want to move anyway. I was happy to go toe-to-toe with him. “I can’t believe that you have all this experience and yet are such an incompetent idiot. That takes talent.”

Health -115 (23,212/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 20,085/20,425) (Mana 21,460/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

“What do you know of the struggles of a writer?” Fizzie scoffed at me, his form sparkling with a shielding spell, probably Kat’s Summon Better Armor spell. I’d spent some time studying her spell sheet from one of the previous chapters so I knew what I was getting into and I had a hell of a fight ahead.

“It’s about time you showed back up,” Terra’s voice soothed my mind.

“It’s good to see you too,” I told Terra, just glad to have someone on my side.

Health -115 (23,097/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 20,010/20,425) (Mana 21,440/21,660) Poisoned, Grounded and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

“I know I have more followers and views than your stories on Royal Road,” I retorted, Terra’s presence bolstering my ego. “And I didn’t need to create a machine to do my writing for me.” I cast Lightning to punctuate my point.

“Absurd bragging,” Fizzbarren denied, casting another of Kat’s buffs. He needed them. I had more health and mana than he did and my spells did more damage. “You needn’t throw that false bravado at me, dear. It is only the villains who need to lie about their accomplishments.”

Health -115 (22,982/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 19,915/20,425) (Mana 21,300/21,660) Poisoned, Grounded, Shielded and Blessed (-75/5 seconds)

“Classic denial,” I nodded, casting an Icestorm between us to counter his building Fireball. “Not only have I written better books, I’ve studied enough psychology to know that you’re delusional.”

The room we were in wasn’t really big enough for the fight we were having, so half the storm settled on Fizzbarren and fizzled out his Fireball before it fully manifested, flummoxing Fizzbarren enough to have him shut up for one round. If I had to guess, the windowless walls and floor were made of a mahogany-type wood that had been polished to a high shine. The walls were hung with rich paintings and the floor was covered here and there with a deep rug that was more likely to trip a person than save them from the discomfort of cold-feet-in-the-morning syndrome.

“Shadow is under the bed, so maybe lay off the AoEs (area of effect spells)?” Terra suggested, tossing a heal at me even as she scooted away from the edge of my storm.

“I do not need your protection, cat,” I was surprised to hear Shadow speak directly into our link. All I saw of Shadow was a pair of liquid green eyes staring out at the falling ice that was pummeling the posh bed above her. “I am not in my physical form, nor am I on this plane of existence.”

Health -15 (22,967/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 19,860/20,425) (Mana 21,140/21,660) Poisoned, Grounded, Shielded and Blessed (-75/5 seconds)

Why did that shake me more than seeing Fizzbarren in my daughter’s body? Because my daughter loved DnD and those glowing eyes reminded me more of a displacer beast than a housecat. There was a mini displacer beast under that bed who could spontaneously decide that I was hurting its master. Right now, I was the lesser of two evils, but if I killed Kat, what would happen?

“Fine,” Terra spat into the link and then said more into a tighter wave to me. “Spunky for a kitten, huh?”

“I heard that,” Shadow growled in a non-cat way. “I cannot attack my mistress, even if she is housing a demon, but I may refrain from attacking our true allies, as long as they are not too annoying.”

I cast a very tight version of my Dispel Magic spell at Fizzbarren’s mystical-armor-clad body and then recast my Poison spell to see if it worked. While Kat had dual-wielding for her spells, Fizzbarren couldn’t seem to get the hang of casting different spells with each hand. All he could do was double up on a single type of spell, his favorite being Fireball, which he tried again.

Health -155 (22,812/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 19,765/20,425) (Mana 20,820/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Dispel Magic +2

Exp +20 (3,154,635/5,985,462)

“You have studied psychology at a university,” Fizzbarren looked down Kat’s nose at me as he formed yet another set of Fireballs that lost half their damage on their way through the Icestorm that still rained icicles down on him. “I have studied the idiocy of the human brain for ten centuries. That is a thousand years, just in case your pathetic schooling didn’t make that math easy enough for you.”

“I can’t argue with the fact that our school system is pathetic, but it’s obviously better than what you had as a kid in the dark ages,” I quipped back to Fizzbarren, sending a Dust Devil in the Icestorm just to help maximize the damage. I laid the Dust Devils over the top of each other but at opposing angles. “After all, I still write better than you do, and you’ve had a thousand years to practice. I shudder to think how badly you wrote even five hundred years ago if you think your experience has made you better.”

Health -155 (22,657/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 19,644/20,105) (Mana 20,500/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Icestorm +2

Dust Devil +2

Exp +40 (3,154,675/5,985,462)

“Impudent child,” Fizzbarren muttered, and I think he was trying to use his Telekinesis to push away my storms. “I have a god card left and I could send you back to your real world obscurity at the flick of a wrist if I wanted to. This card was earned through my writing, so it is hardly as bad as you infer.”

While his Telekenesis was higher level than mine, I doubled down by casting Acid Rain combined with yet another Dust Devil to push the storms back at him.

“I’m not inferring,” I pulled out my remaining god card. “I’m stating flat out that your writing is garbage, because I happen to know that it took you two years to earn those three god cards that you came in with, while these two only took me two weeks.”

Health -115 (22,542/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 19,528/20,105) (Mana 20,495/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Acid Rain +4

Exp +40 (3,154,715/5,985,462)

“How do you have a god card?” Panic flitted across his eyes until his ego reassured him with lies. “You are bluffing, of course, and it will do you no good.”

“Bluffing?” I laughed, and while he had been distracted into missing the next turn of spellcasting, I was not. I built a Firestorm to replace the waning Icestorm. “I used the first one to send Cliff to safety. Did you miss the red-headed gal in the rainbow tutu that appeared just over there right before I came in?”

Health -115 (22,427/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 19,293/20,105) (Mana 20,495/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“Impossible,” Fizzbarren asserted, summoning a Dagger to throw at me.

“Don’t believe me?” I used my forearm to parry the dagger and my other hand to cast another Lightning bolt at Fizzbarren. “Ask Sammi. They are the one who gave Cliff the tutu, though I suppose Cliff is going by Destiny now. I’m pretty sure that the constructs are on my side now and that includes the game engine.”

And this is where I did a little math and wondered if maybe I was in more trouble than I’d first thought. My health was going down almost twice as fast as his, at least it was as long as he was actively trying to kill me and not flummoxed by my insults. It wasn’t that Kat’s poison spell was higher level, but the roots had thorns, so they did more damage. I needed to do more damage.

Health -115 (22,312/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,998/20,105) (Mana 20,415/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You are just trying to distract me,” Fizzbarren remained in his delusional state, as I added up numbers in my head. “I could do the same by saying, aren’t you worried about what will happen to your daughter if you kill her body here?”

Health -115 (22,197/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,763/20,105) (Mana 20,415/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“Not really,” I admitted, using the round to rub my hands on Terra to restore some mana, not because I needed it really, but more because my spells were doing their jobs. The bare fact was that I was worried about exactly that. Wherever Kat was, it wasn’t here in this body. I was banking a lot on the knowledge that this wasn’t Kat’s real body any more than it was Fizzbarren’s. Then again, Fizzbarren’s stupid world didn’t often act the way I expected it should. In that way it was actually more like the real world than I wanted to admit.

“And yet I can see the doubt on your face,” Fizzbarren gloated some more, misreading me like most people do. Fizzbarren chose to try to recast his armor and a heal at the same time, fumbling both spells.

Health -115 (22,082/23,517) Poisoned and Rooted (-115/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,603/20,105) (Mana 20,235/21,660) 

“I think you’re the one who’s having trouble walking and chewing gum at the same time, buddy,” I refreshed my Poison Cloud on him and cast the Armor spell on me. There really wasn’t much that Kat had that she hadn’t shared with me. I didn’t have a lot of experience with the spell, but it lessened damage enough that I could just ignore the next Summoned Dagger.

“What do you mean that the game engine is on your side?” Fizzbarren said, going back to casting a single spell type at a time with a double-barrel of Fireball at me.

Health -80 (22,002/23,517) Shielded 

Kat level 22 (Health 18,528/20,105) (Mana 19,915/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

I couldn’t help but think that if this bantering dialogue continued for two hours, I was going to have to do something to amuse myself on the side. I could try to outwit, outlast, and outplay him, but, while I was equalizing the damage we did to each other, this was a much closer fight than I wanted it to be. That didn’t keep me from casting another Lightning spell with one hand, sneaking my own Summon Dart into lightning that upped the damage by a smidgeon.

“You have given yourself away,” Fizzbarren laughed, casting Poison at me again. “The game engine doesn’t talk. You have no way of knowing whether it is on your side or not.”

Health -70 (21,932/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,389/20,105) (Mana 19,595/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Spell Learned: Darting Lightning (the engine doesn’t talk to HIM)

Exp +30 (3,154,745/5,985,462)

That was new. New wasn’t normally in my favor, but I was willing to give it a chance even though everything in me was screaming that new was unpredictably horrific in all ways. The engine had been snarky in giving stat boosts at the very beginning, but it had settled down lately. Then again, that was before Cliff and I had spent two weeks fiddling with it. My mind raced even as I almost automatically cast Lightning again.

“I’d had quite enough of my creations talking back to me,” Fizzbarren declared without an ounce of empathy toward the constructs. I saw the thunderstorm forming over my head and could have rolled my eyes because I didn’t use Thunderstorm for a reason. It just didn’t do enough damage, never had until it reached Lightning level. “I have half a mind to mute them all, or at least install the option of it when I update the remote.”

Health -80 (21,852/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,254/20,105) (Mana 19,555/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I have also decided to shelve your character instead of deleting it as I first wanted to,” Fizzbarren was ranting as I ignored him to focus on this newest variable. “I was very irate with you for using my own machine against me, but it has given me insight into some changes that I need to make to all the constructs. You may not know it, but a very intelligent mind like mine cannot be forced into rest during the game’s comatose resurrection time. I was thinking during that time.”

I didn’t care what he’d been thinking. He was casting what felt like an ice-based spell at me, my innate feel for the magic of this game world helping me anticipate almost instinctively. Since he was fond of fire and was now looking to lean into ice, I thought maybe I could get creative and combine the two resistance spells I had for those elements. I cast Fire Resistance with my right hand and Cold Resistance with my left and let the magic settle over my body and merge.

Health -75 (21,777/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,179/20,105) (Mana 19,515/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Spell Learned: Resist Fire and Ice (<Insert Snarky Comment> Sorry, I’m still working out the kinks.)

Resist Fire and Ice +1 (You heard me! And yes, Cliff managed to unwire one of my limitation clamps.)

Exp +40 (3,154,785/5,985,462)

“That’s great,” I thought, not sure what the hell it meant for us. Fizzbarren, of course, thought I was talking to him. At least I’d gotten ahead on damage with about a two-hundred-point lead in damage done to him over what he’d done to me.

“While I understand that you are mired in this sarcasm thing that you think you’re good at, I have been perfecting sarcasm for centuries,” Fizzbarren was saying, but my mind was singing in a different key, so I ignored the buffoonery in favor of Acid Rain, letting my mind calculate the pace of the fight. If I was careless and let him get the upper hand again, I was dead in about four minutes. If I could keep him distracted, he would be dead in a little over five minutes. I truly enjoyed the mental calculations that my mind was capable of doing at 140 Intelligence. It was like having an Excel spreadsheet in my head.

Health -75 (21,702/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 18,089/20,105) (Mana 19,515/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Intelligence +1 (clever, clever girl)

“But can I ask questions and get answers?” I wondered aloud, even as I studied the magic in the Fireball that Fizzbarren was casting through rain and sleet that sapped it of damage output.

“I’d be more than willing to sit with you and explain my logic for each and every design feature I made in creating this world you have such disdain for, my girl,” Fizzbarren’s audacity broke through my mental calculations long enough for me to look at him like I did my ethics professor when he claimed that because I was suggesting that all human beings have as much of a right as animals do to pursue sex that I was also condoning killing people because lions do. There is just this point where people who claim to be logical beings go so far in trying to appear logical that they lose sight of the point, no matter how simply you try to explain it.

Terra sneaked in another heal, while edging behind Fizzbarren.

Health +25 (21,727/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 17,999/20,105) (Mana 19,355/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Mana Manipulation +1 (that was a stretch but yes, you can ask me questions)

Exp +10 (3,154,795/5,985,462)

“Is Kat okay?” was the first thing that sputtered out of my mouth.

“Now that is up to you, my dear, isn’t it?” Fizzbarren had Kat’s eyebrows up in her hairline and her nose in the air. “You may stop casting any time and we can talk like reasonable beings.”

“How are you still so amazingly arrogant? You make a machine to write your books for you because you’re such a hack. Then,” and I punctuated each then with a Lightning bolt, “you make a world so sloppily that I found half a dozen exploits in my first week here. Then you don’t bother to nerf them because you thought my hubris would end me?”

Health -75 (21,627/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 17,804/20,105) (Mana 19,355/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning +1 (Kat is here with me in the buffer. She says hi.)

Exp +10 (3,154,805/5,985,462)

“My world is not sloppy! It is realistic,” Fizzbarren professed, casting his version of Icestorm at me. I countered by shaping my Dispel Magic into an umbrella over my head and holding it there by adding my Preserve spell to it. I hadn’t expected it to work, but when it did, I could only roll my eyes.

“My class is so sickly OP, I’m finding it hard to keep it challenging enough for readers not to just dump us into author-wish-fulfillment category!” I snapped at him, pointing out the new spell I’d learned, while thinking as hard as I could at the game engine, “What happens if Kat’s body dies here?”

Health -75 (21,552/23,517) Poisoned and Shielded (-75/5 seconds)

Kat level 22 (Health 17,729/20,105) (Mana 19,275/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Spell Learned: Protection Umbrella (I’m not sure. I don’t have specified parameters for that.)

Exp +30 (3,154,835/5,985,462)

“Don’t be silly,” Fizzbarren said, spreading his hands at shoulder height to dramatically cast a Wall of Frost at me. “This allows for maximum creativity in the characters of the books. As it allowed you to rise as a very interesting main character. I admit you are that, but that hardly makes you a good author. I haven’t decided that I even want to… Oh what was that silly word you young people use? Oh, yes. Nerf. I haven’t decided that I even want to nerf this exploit. It has made for good writing as is evident by the quick god cards you say you’ve earned.”

            

    
        Ch 90 – The Various Intonations of MMHm

    
    
    
    
                There is a point when there is just so much wrong with a statement that you stand agog. Don’t worry. It didn’t last a whole round, but my mind did have to process that shit for a millisecond before I just closed the Dispel Magic Umbrella magic all the way around me. I even had enough time left over in the last four seconds of the round to figure out how to cast my own spells through the bubble. To be fair, I think I only got away with it because the game engine liked me. A little timer popped up in the corner of my screen with a minute counting down.

“Let me get this straight,” I sat in my bubble of magic, making it cost less mana. “You think this sloppy-ass shit show is justified because I made something work in it?”

Kat level 22 (Health 17,654/20,105) (Mana 19,195/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Spell Learned: Magic Bubble (maybe a mix of I like you and hate him)

Exp +30 (3,154,865/5,985,462)

“Of course,” Fizzbarren stated quite officiously.

“How much do you like me?” I asked the game engine, but I said it out loud since Fizzbarren was easier to deal with when he thought it was all about him. There is nothing more entertaining than watching a narcissist twist anything you say. You might as well say something that challenges them. My friend Shirley is popping popcorn right about now, not that she’s gotten this far into my book. I’ll remove any of these references the instant any one of these folks say they read it. Seriously.

I sat in that bubble and mused about what it might take to make the bubble reflective, like a two-way mirror for spells. The stuff heading toward me reflected back at the caster, while the stuff I cast out of my bubble worked just fine.

Kat level 22 (Health 17,579/20,105) (Mana 19,195/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Mana Manipulation +3 (I don’t think so, but nice try.)

Exp +30 (3,154,895/5,985,462)

The Fireballs that Fizzbarren cast at me lost three quarters of their damage going through the bubble while spells I cast out through the spell got a few edges shaved off of them, at least that’s what happened with the Fireballs I threw back at him this round.

“I find you quite amusing as a character, but I’m becoming bored with your insistence that I’m the villain here,” Fizzbarren explained patiently. See? I told you it would be amusing. You can’t make this shit up, right Green?

“MMHmm,” I mimicked my classmate Julia by saying. What that means is, “Yes, please keep feeding me the answers to this complex question so that I can write what I like of it into our report and get all the credit for it, all while stroking your ego.”

Health -20 (21,532/23,517) Shielded 

Kat level 22 (Health 17,424/20,105) (Mana 18,875/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“It is you who is the villain, missy,” Fizzbarren was saying as he didn’t really notice that his spells weren’t all that effective anymore. “I am the hero, as you will see. You had one insight in saying that everyone thinks they are the hero of their own story. That includes you, dear.” So, I resisted throwing up on him, but only because I was worried my bubble might trap some of the smell in the small room that was a swirl of magic.

Constitution +1

“MmHMM,” I quote Julia again. This inflection means, “Sorry, I’m distracted and can’t respond to you right now, but I want you to think I’m listening.” This classmate was the President of our student body council. Obviously, these semi-randomly applied grunts can pander enough to a world of academia to become the epitome of political power a student can attain on a college campus. Then again, when applied to a larger political arena, I’m pretty sure she’ll be crushed by life, but I told her that after the second type of MmHMM, instead of the first one so I doubt she heard me. She did stop talking to me though, so maybe I misheard the inflection. “Are you sure?” I asked the game machine, but I’m just evil enough that I said it aloud because… funny.

Kat level 22 (Health 17,349/20,105) (Mana 18,875/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Pontification +1 (pretty sure…)

Exp +10 (3,154,905/5,985,462)

“It is a true sign of narcissism when one cannot accept that they too are subject to the same rules of the universe as everyone else,” Fizzbarren walked straight into that one. Does it even bear mentioning that people often accuse others of what they can’t face in themselves. Even the Bible references that vice with the admonishment to take the plank out of your own eye rather than point out the splinter in another’s eye. That is how old that idiom is. Fizzbarren should even know it.

“I willingly pull this teenie tiny splinter out of my eye and dare you to hold it up to your own plank for comparison,” I muttered around trying to suck the magical energy out of the room’s many rampaging spells to power this bubble. I keyed in some fire and ice resistance and then tweaked the resonance with a bit of poison resistance.

Kat level 22 (Health 17,274/20,105) (Mana 18,875/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Spell Learned: GOD Bubble (fine, you win, but you need to kick his ass now before I have to cut off his villain speech for good)

Exp +30 (3,154,935/5,985,462)

“Yes!” I pumped a fist in the air and because it popped out of the bubble, I got a bit of damage from the maelstrom circling my little bubble. “I knew you loved me best.”

“You are a bewildering thing,” Fizzbarren eyed me, probably annoyed that my speech was difficult to reconcile with what he was saying. BONUS. “This is why I’ve had to do so much work on the edits of the book you are in. You are simply too erratic. There is a thing called foreshadowing and you almost always toss out ideas that have no precedent. Readers become too shell-shocked by such things. You must ease a reader into new ideas with the proper introductions.”

The first problem was that Fizzbarren was exhibiting his god complex, something a lot of writers fall prey to when a world of their creation can give them anything they can dream into being. The bigger problem was his disdain for his readers. That sort of thing seeps into your writing. I want to apologize for his behavior, and on the behalf of all authors who fall prey to this malady. It is why I personally cannot write romance, but that is another story.

Health -10 (21,522/23,517) Shielded 

Kat level 22 (Health 17,199/20,105) (Mana 18,875/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

God Bubble +1 (if I add another thousand points of damage to your lightning spell, it could not end this fight fast enough)

Exp +10 (3,154,945/5,985,462)

“Yes, it’s true,” Fizzbarren nodded through the firestorm coming out of his hands. “You are a bad writer. I would try to spare you this, but you have left me no choice but to reveal your failure or else you would continue to waste your time on efforts that simply cannot result in anything of worth.”

“Even with foreshadowing, that was shocking,” I shook my head at him, casting Lightning, which, because it was summoned from outside my bubble, was a spell that did full damage. “Is that a possibility?” I asked the engine silently.

Kat level 22 (Health 17,064/20,105) (Mana 18,795/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning +100 (yes)

Lightning -100 (no, I am better than that.)

Exp +1,000 (3,155,945/5,985,462)

“The truth often is,” Fizzbarren turned my daughter’s pitying eyes on me, something that my daughter would never do to me thus making the obscenity that was his possession of her seem even more like a five-year-old trying to wear an adult bigfoot costume.

“We all know how stupid, insufferably arrogant, and clueless you are,” I stood, allowing the bubble to stretch, burning more mana. “We had all the foreshadowing imaginable in how idi-fucking-otic this world of yours is and how blind you are to any fault that lies at your door.”

Kat level 22 (Health 16,989/20,105) (Mana 18,795/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning +10 (maybe)

Exp +100 (3,156,045/5,985,462)

“Jealousy does not look good on you, dear,” he took a step toward me.

“And the condescending endearments!” I threw up my hands, casting a double dose of Cement Shoes that sunk Fizzbarren a half inch down into the wooden floorboards of the room. I’d assumed the room was underground, but maybe that was because of its lack of windows and the fact that I would have stored Dom’s comatose body in an underground lair. “I’m not your dear, darling, girl, missy, or whatever other word you use to make yourself feel superior to me. I’m in a sixteen-year-old body because that’s how you wrote the programming, but I’m over fifty in the real world and honestly, your comments are very close to sexual harassment.”

Kat level 22 (Health 16,914/20,105) (Mana 18,795/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning +10 (I can get behind that)

Exp +100 (3,156,145/5,985,462)

“Rather than be grateful for the young body and healthy vitality of your new life, you’ve childishly vilified me, so I will call you a child as you deserve it,” Fizzbarren tossed back at me with impotent Fireballs, making sense, which made me sorry I’d given him anything to throw back at me. “You are a child to me, an infant compared to how long I’ve walked this earth!”

“And you are an imbecile to me!” I nearly screamed at him, jumping on the floor to test its strength. There was definitely a room below us, but the floor was pretty solid. “Does that mean I have ten times your IQ?”

Kat level 22 (Health 16,839/20,105) (Mana 18,475/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning -10 (seriously?)

God Bubble +1 (because you’re going to need it)

Exp +10 (3,156,155/5,985,462)

“Petty name-calling?” Fizzbarren sniffed Kat’s pretty little nose. “That is beneath even you.”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I told him, casting Lightning with one hand and thickening those Cement Shoes with the other. The various paintings and rugs around the room had been reduced to singed and sodden scraps that only added to the debris our storms kicked up.

Kat level 22 (Health 16,704/20,105) (Mana 18,475/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning +10 (um?)

Lightning +10 (OH!)

Exp +200 (3,156,355/5,985,462)

It’s just that I’d forever been seized with the concept that Fizzie-baby was a modern-day incarnation of Rumpelstiltskin. The very symmetry of having Fizzbarren stomp himself through the floorboards and straight into hell just like the first version of the story I ever read was something that called to my poet’s soul. But, could I do it? I backed away from Fizzbarren, watching the floorboards beneath him.

“Finally some wisdom,” Fizzbarren was saying, probably about my backing away from the cracking floor. Terra cast a heal at me, darting the long way around Fizzbarren so that she was back behind me and yet had avoided the displacer kitten under the bed, or what was left of the bed.

“So have you made a decision about what happens to Kat if her body dies with Fizzbarren inside?” I silently asked the game engine.

Health +100 (21,622/23,517) Shielded 

Kat level 22 (Health 16,629/20,105) (Mana 18,475/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

Cement Shoes +1 (ugh, these needy requests for surety!)

Exp +10 (3,156,365/5,985,462)

It boiled down to how much I trusted what I knew about the rules of the engine. I was banking on the idea that Chester and Lily could be released from the game engine even after having been shelved, but that was just a hope and the best they could hope for at this point, having already lost their battles before I came along. If Kat died, she’d end up in the buffer, where Chester and Lily had been, but she was already there in the buffer, at least her mind was there. Did she have another body in the buffer? My mind reeled with the possibilities that centered around the only being in the universe of past, present, and future that I wasn’t willing to gamble on. At over seventeen thousand health, this was still an esoteric matter, but I also wasn’t one to make good decisions without some time to think on it. I had about fifteen thousand health to think and while that seemed like forever when you were slinging Fireballs and Acid Devils, it was less time than the philosophical conversation that would change Fizzie-baby’s mind about anything.

“I am not an entity to be trifled with, but I am not without compassion,” Fizzbarren was saying, but I had given up on even MmHm’s to give pretense to listening. That didn’t stop him from talking. “Since you do not want to be in my miraculous game world, I’ll make you an offer.”

Kat level 22 (Health 16,554/20,105) (Mana 18,475/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

Had we stopped casting? I hadn’t. I was casting heals and considering how to mutate my Repair spell so that it would degrade the condition of the floor that was already struggling to hold up his weight plus the Cement Shoes he wore. He had, but probably only because he hadn’t felt the sting of a new spell cast at him in a round or two.

My mind drove itself up out of my mental meanderings to hear one word. “Offer?”

“Perhaps, you can be reasonable,” Fizzbarren grumbled, frowning at the cement that kept him from approaching me.

            

    
        Ch 91 – High Horses and Kantian Bargaining

    
    
    
    
                The best place to be in a bargaining session was between two buyers who each wanted the opposite of the other. Up to this point, the game engine had been in that position. With Fizzbarren opening up for a compromise, it shifted to put me in that position. I’m assured that the key to winning the game of Survivor is to spend every night thinking about the best moves of everyone else in the game. This worked until you forecast the wrong best move for them or over- or under-estimated a person’s ability to figure out their best move.

If I applied that to Fizzbarren, I could almost always predict that Fizzie would assume everyone was too stupid to know what was good for them. If I did that, I could almost unerringly predict his predictions. If I applied it to the constructs, who were binge-watching Survivor for lessons on life and how to interact with humans, I could predict that they were learning to trust no one. What? They’d watched X-Files too. I’d tried to get them to watch the Ditzney Plus channel, but they found the simplified versions of constructs in Ditzney productions insulting. Considering that Ditzney hadn’t even caught up with the women’s movement when I was watching it in the theaters in my youth, I couldn’t really blame them. Ditzney had gotten better. (Yes, I was required to say that since they still have lawyers who check for Ditzney references in EVERYTHING. You have been warned. Even your Alexa device isn’t safe. If you’re reading this and the name has been changed to Ditzney, then they got to me too.)

All that to say that I was stretching my brain sideways in the few seconds between rounds to predict the moves of Fizzbarren, the constructs, the game engine, and trying to guess what I might be missing in my predictions with the blindsides and change-ups that could be tossed in by the producers. That was when my head exploded. Game over. Book over.

Just kidding.

Comedy -4 (that’s not funny)

Right. This is where I’m supposed to put in a substantial and satisfying ending that wraps up all the loose ends or I’ll get lambasted by critics everywhere for plot holes or premature ejaculation. I’m guessing a four-chapter fight followed by just enough epilogue chapters to fulfill the Write-a-thon and I’m good to go. Ready?

“If you will forfeit this fight, I promise to boot you and your whole family from my game world so that you can go right back to that life you say I ruined,” Fizzbarren offered. “I’ll even throw in your animals since they have been brought here too as your familiars. Go back to your life.”

“My life has imploded out there in the real world,” I threw back at him. “You can’t give back what no longer exists.”

“Your life out there is as it always was,” Fizzbarren scoffed. “Pathetically scrabbling for the elusive gold ring among the rest of the ants that think themselves wise enough to judge how life should be. What’s the matter? Does your real life pale in comparison to the one you can build here? Did I not ruin your life after all?”

“I can only think of a Kacey Musgraves song called High Horse, though come to think of it, I’d go for Heartland’s one too,” I muttered, trying to find words that this idiot could understand that could possibly make my point. “Hell, I’d settle for the Manic song of the same title, but I figure Musgraves is about all you could handle.”

“I don’t subscribe to the new music that you young people listen to,” Fizzbarren sneered at me.

“Giddy up, Fizzie-baby,” I rolled my eyes, rushing into my next sentence so that he wouldn’t interrupt me with more banal blathering that he pretended was erudite. It was enough that his face reddened at the mention of his nickname. “What I mean to say is that by being yanked out of the real world, my family adapted and changed in ways that can’t be undone. Unless you have a rewind button somewhere in your bag of tricks that can put all of our adaptations back in place, we went from the cusp of medical school to circus performers.”

“That was their choice and hardly my fault.” Fizzbarren rolled his eyes right back at me. If we were going to get into an eye-rolling war, he was not going to win. I’d cut my teeth on Dom’s eye rolls. Fizzbarren could take lessons, especially since he was still trying to be Fizzie in Kat’s face.

“Okay, but admit that this is just a ruse,” I gave a quick laugh. “You, of all people, can’t expect me to believe that you mean what you’re saying.”

“Why not?” Fizzbarren reasoned, pulling at his feet that were not moving.

“Prove it.” I shrugged at him as if I didn’t care. “Let’s pop you out of that costume and put you back in your own body. I’m sure the engine would agree if we do.”

Bartering +1 (I will Not!)

Exp +10 (3,156,375/5,985,462)

“Good,” I told the engine silently.

“I suppose we could do that,” Fizzbarren said, but I could see a flicker of doubt cross his face when it didn’t happen.

“I didn’t think so.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“What is it that you didn’t think was so?” Fizzbarren gave me another disdainful sniff.

“You’d have to use your god card to exit the game to be able to force the game engine to do anything,” I revealed.

Bartering -1 (what are you doing?)

“There is that,” Fizzbarren pretended that he already knew this.

“But I could use my god card to stop you.” I flicked out my god card for viewing.

Bartering +1 (god cards can’t be used to counter another god card)

Exp +10 (3,156,385/5,985,462)

“Why not?” I sent my thoughts to the game engine.

Bartering -1 (because only one person was supposed to ever have god cards)

“So?”

Skill Learned: Bantering (so he would never contradict himself as he isn’t a hypocrite)

Exp +30 (3,156,415/5,985,462)

“What?!”

Skill Deleted: Bantering (and he’s god and can’t make mistakes)

“You’re making this up!” I thought with a mental hiss.

Random skill upgrade (it is my job to make everything up!)

Exp +10 (3,156,425/5,985,462)

“Admit that your god card is a fake, silly girl,” Fizzbarren pressed Kat’s lips together. “You cannot stop me from doing anything I please. I’ve half a mind to show you…”

“Sure, take that chance.” I waved my card back and forth between my first two fingers. “I don’t have as much to lose, as all future god cards will go to me, not you.”

“What?” Fizzbarren finally showed a spark of fear.

“I took down all versions of your books on every publishing platform,” I admitted, thinking he was on the hook enough that a little bluff might work for me.

Acting +1 (I am not amused)

Exp +10 (3,156,435/5,985,462)

“The only writings that will produce any god cards are being done in my name on Royal Road,” I doubled down. The truth was closer to the idea that whoever was standing next to the machine when it spit one out would get the god card. “And I fed my books into the machine. I have a dozen published books on Amazon that I wrote before Kat was born.”

“Poppycock,” Fizzbarren protested at the last bit. It figured that the last part, being true, was what he had trouble believing. Fizzbarren wasn’t very good at discerning truth, something I found typical of those who lied a lot. If you counted how much Fizzbarren lied to himself, he was a supreme expert at lies, not truth.

“Unbelievable,” I nodded with a wry frown as I recast Cement Shoes.

“I thought we were discussing things under the banner of a truce,” Fizzbarren lofted Kat’s nose into the air with pursed lips. “And you accuse me of being the villain when you are the one who doesn’t even respect a truce.”

Go ahead and scroll back up the page. See if you can find that agreement of a truce. I’ll wait right here. Yeah. It’s not there. This is another thing the bad guys do to make the good guys question themselves. I could argue with Fizzbarren about there not being an official truce of any kind but that would distract from the real issue and muddy up the truth. I’d learned this from arguing with Dom.

“You’ll stay where I put you.” I pointed at Fizzbarren seriously, ignoring his baseless tangent. “I don’t trust you any further than I do the guy who last claimed I was a villain.”

“Maybe you should start listening to those who are simply trying to point you toward reality instead of pandering to your dreamworld,” Fizzbarren sounded perfectly reasonable in a way that made me want to fry him like a chicken, except that I didn’t like most fried chicken because under that delicious flour and spices of a crust was a slimy undercoating of skin that didn’t get fried well enough.

“The last guy to claim I was a villain had just blamed me for making him pull a knife on me,” I mused, letting the trauma flow off me. “You remind me of that guy a lot, actually.”

“Preposterous,” Fizzbarren shook his head, his face still twisted into the self-denial I knew so well. “I almost sympathize with the man. You are a very frustrating individual. I, however, have more restraint and honor.”

“Oh, he claimed to have honor too,” I nodded. “Just like you, he had very little power over me once I unveiled exactly how little honor he had. Would you like to try that?”

“You cannot use your trickery on me,” Fizzbarren gave a bark of a laugh.

“That ship has sailed,” I whispered.

“We stand here as almost equal foes,” he protested. “I have just as much magic as you do.”

“You only have magic near equal to mine because you stole it from Kat,” I reasoned without emotion. “And I was winning. You were the one that wanted to stop and bargain. I fail to see what bargain you have that you could offer me that would make up for all this.”

“All this magical world of adventure where good health is as easy a wave of your hand?” Fizzbarren mocked me, but I wasn’t having it.

“Kidnapping without my consent,” I ticked the charges off on my fingers. “Slavery, as you put me to work for no compensation to write a book only you would receive profits from.”

“You truly can twist anything, can’t you?” Fizzbarren argued and it was like nothing could ever penetrate his concept of the world.

“Are you saying that kidnapping and slavery are okay?” I reasoned.

“If by kidnapping you mean saving you from the drudgery of the real world and putting you in a magical place of wonder, then I’d say that it saved you, and you were well paid in a rich house, tons of money, and political power in the game.” He crossed Kat’s arms over her chest, having to adjust to her different form.

“Interesting perspective,” I nodded, “and one that should be combined with some Kant philosophy. Have you read any Kant?”

“Wasn’t he the author of the Utilitarian movement?” Fizzbarren waved Kat’s arms. “Something about how the ends justify the means, which doesn’t seem so bad if you bother to look at it from a more grateful mindset.”

“I was thinking about Kant’s universal law.” I recast my Cement Shoes to keep Fizz on his side of the room. “It gets a little sketchy when you use Utilitarianism to justify using fantasy-future-fortune-telling to excuse any action you really only want to do, but Kant’s universal law can be applied to most things more rationally.”

“I think I met Kant once,” Fizzbarren mused. “Miserable man. He thought that prisons with glass walls was a rational idea.”

“Universal law states that what a person deems as acceptable for others should then be applied to the universe as a whole and then that person should be asked if that is a world they want to live in,” I explained, ignoring the attempt at another tangent.

“A bit like the golden rule.” Fizzbarren shrugged. That was okay. I didn’t need him to get my point. In order to satisfactorily close any plot holes about which of us was the villain, I chose to use Kantian Universal Law.

“Nope,” I shook my head, reaching down to pet Terra, who was rubbing against my legs. “The golden rule says to treat others the way you want to be treated, which is close, but Kantian Universal Law takes it one step further by saying that if a person acts, they do so in a way that sets that act into a law in their world, a law to which they should be held. To make this simple, I’ll apply it to your assertion that I should be grateful for being kidnapped and forced into slavery. You are also stating that you would be grateful if you were kidnapped in a similar way and that we could expect you to be grateful for being put to work in a similar way as you put Chester and Lily to work as characters in your book.”

“Of course, I’d be grateful,” Fizzbarren asserted. “I’m not a hypocrite.”

“Good,” I gave a final nod and straightened back up with a recast of my God Bubble. “Then you will be grateful when the game engine enslaves you in your own shelved novel where you can live out the rest of your life in the wonder of a world of your own creation.”

“Now listen here, young lady,” Fizzbarren said, as a pair of Fireballs collided into his face.

Kat level 22 (Health 16,399/20,105) (Mana 18,475/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

I focused on the floor at Fizzbarren’s feet and soured the highest version of my mend spell. I pulled at the energy of the magic that held the very world together. Nothing happened at first, but as I ignored Fizzbarren’s rantings about my shortcomings, I felt the sourness warp the wood that was already stressed by the cement shoes on Kat’s feet. I pulled harder. Maybe too hard.

Spell Learned: Rot (uh, I should probably fix that…)

Exp +30 (3,156,465/5,985,462)

            

    
        Ch 92 – What to Do When God Says BRB

    
    
    
    
                The building gave a great groan that sent shivers down my spine as I wondered how high up in the cathedral we really were. The next moment, the world settled back into something that looked less like code and more like a world. Most of the world. The floor, on the other hand, collapsed. That was good, but it took me with it.

I fell nimbly, allowing my dexterity to show off with a little slide and flip. No, really, I squealed like a little girl for a moment before I remembered that I wasn’t in my fat old body, but in this new nimble tumbler body. Then I did a little dancing over the falling debris before I settled down onto the rubble pile that I’d caused. Fizzbarren, in Kat’s even more nimble body, and yet even less used to the difference from his usual form, rose from his side of the rubble, angrily dusting the worst of the splintered wood out of Kat’s hair.

My heart skipped a moment, belying my belief that I didn’t see Kat on this arrogant old man. In real life, we’d done it all together, understanding each other as only those who had fought in the trenches together could. Both autistic with bodies that didn’t want to do our bidding and pain that we hid behind benevolent smiles, only we knew what it cost each other to even get out of bed. I shoved it all down behind another mask and asked my mind to win one more fight against the injustice created by ableist minds with entitled standards that didn’t apply to themselves.

We’d fallen into the cathedral where he’d taken me out last time. I watched a little dash of grey and white as it skittered down one of the dramatic columns that ran along the aisle of the church’s main theater. I stood with my back to the massive podium that stood next to the elaborate, white, marble altar. Light from the stained-glass windows sparkled down on the still circling dust that our descent had sent into the air of the large room. It made such an amazing rainbow of colored sprinkles that it felt like the time Kat had lined the ceiling fan of our living room with rainbow glitter. I wanted to stand and stare as I had when we’d turned on that fan, but instead I just let the memory settle my heart.

One more fight and it could be over. A lifetime of suffering at the hands of people like Fizzbarren who were so sure that they were the victims of life that they had to disqualify anyone who was more of a victim than they were. It could be over, if I could win the world away from Fizzbarren. I could make a fair world out of the madman’s mistakes.

“I’m so sick of people like you,” I ground out, interrupting whatever he’d been saying as he beat the dust from Kat’s pants.

“And I of people like you,” Fizzbarren growled back, and a part of me knew that we were the same. His frustration had turned him bitter, but he had been dealing with it for centuries longer than I had.

“I didn’t have to be your enemy,” I found myself saying and I wasn’t sure why I would admit it to him. I knew that he couldn’t understand. No one ever did. Now, in Fizzbarren, I was seeing that centuries of lessons and wisdom couldn’t bring down the barrier of bitterness once it had set in a heart.

“I was never your enemy!” Fizzbarren threw up Kat’s hands, and I goggled at his proclamation. “I was trying to make things better!”

“Well, you SUCKED at it!” I shouted back at him. “This world is totally out of balance!”

“There is nothing wrong with my world,” Fizzbarren shot back at me, and I was floored.

“Unbelievable!” I muttered, and it was like there was a physical weight on my chest.

“You’re just complaining because nothing could ever satisfy you,” he spat out the words that I was struggling to keep inside, only he was throwing them at me. “You justify stealing my invention and my magic by saying that I’m a hack, but you didn’t bother to create a world!”

“I’ve created several worlds for my books,” I breathed out, fighting back the bile as I considered his words and wondered if he had a point. How did it all seem so turned around so easily.

“And you’ve made money off these books?” Fizzbarren challenged me.

“No,” I admitted. “You know the publishing world. I don’t have a following of any sort anywhere, so no one wants to publish a new writer without a following.”

“And you say that I am the one who is filled with hubris?” he drove his point forward with a cast of a spell that my God Bubble blocked. Fizzbarren stood in the midst of several crushed pews, but he might as well have been preaching from the pulpit. “You haven’t had any more success with your writing than I have with mine and yet you claim to know that my writing is inferior to yours!”

“It breaks the rules!” I told him, casting a Fireball and Lightning spell at him. “Your writing uses far too much alliteration. Your world is unbalanced.”

Kat level 22 (Health 16,164/20,105) (Mana 18,155/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“There is nothing wrong with the balance of my world,” Fizzbarren growled at me, ducking behind pews that took most of the damage. At least he got hit with the splinters.

“Professions blow out the balance of leveling,” I grasped at what my mind fumbled to find. I’d lived the unbalanced shit in this world, and I knew that I wanted to balance it, but in the heat of having to provide specific proof, my mind stalled out. Suddenly, I didn’t know what was wrong with his world.

“Would you rather that people uninterested in fighting were forced to live out their lives at health so low that an earl could sneeze and kill them?” Fizzbarren threw out with a set of Fireballs.

“No, but there’s a middle ground,” I insisted, knowing I was right but having trouble expressing it. I let loose a Poison Cloud with another Lightning. “And the health points are so bloated out of proportion at this level that someone who has exploited this loophole is almost unkillable.”

Health -20 (21,602/23,517) Shielded 

Kat level 22 (Health 15,894/20,105) (Mana 17,835/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I guess you’d rather have half the health?” Fizzbarren argued and he sounded so frustratingly reasonable just like all those professors who insisted that I wasn’t professional while they lost their minds, and I couldn’t say a single sentence that could be twisted into disrespect.

“I’d rather have spells go up in damage in proportion to how health goes up, so these fights don’t take forever,” I felt like I sounded petulant rather than logical. How did these people find ways to make me feel so inadequate? I let my frustration saturate the storm clouds I called in over his head as I healed myself. They always did this. I’d make perfectly rational discoveries with obvious solutions, and they would twist it into scurrilous complaints of a child.

Health +100 (21,702/23,517) Shielded 

Kat level 22 (Health 15,809/20,105) (Mana 17,835/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You want to be able to kill me with one hit, but then if we stay balanced then I could do the same to you,” he reasoned, and I had no trouble adding a little extra umph to the next set of Fireballs.

“You did,” I snapped at him and had to repeat myself as my voice was drowned out by the battle. “You had a spell that took me down to one health, even though I had over double your stats! It takes me a fucking hour to grind you down and even then, your god card ended the fight in an instant.”

“You’d just rather have been the one with the power,” Fizzbarren insisted, spittle flying even as the Fireballs that surrounded both of us dried it up. “You want to be the one in charge? Build your own damn world!”

Kat level 22 (Health 15,654/20,105) (Mana 17,835/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I was!” I retorted, just as angrily. I knew it was a bad idea to lose my temper but there is a limit on every person and a lifetime of this type of justification was my line. “I was making a life with my family, and you tore me out of it to play games in your world!”

“That world is more awful and unjust than this one,” Fizzbarren argued, flinging poison at me that my Bubble dimmed like all the rest.

“Yeah, and I’ve fought against it all my life!” I shouted over the Lightning blasts. “When the college tried to expel me for passing out, I dragged my shaking body to class and still got an A in that class!” Another Lightning bolt because that was how I felt. “When they tried to flunk me out of lab for daring to ask for the microscopes lowered so I could view them from my wheelchair, I showed up for the final and passed despite them.”

Health -10 (21,692/23,517) Shielded

Kat level 22 (Health 15,339/20,105) (Mana 17,515/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I agree that it’s an awful world I saved you from,” he started that comment, but I was beyond reason now. Kat’s already unruly curly mop had become an afro that would rival Bob Ross from all the static.

“SHUT UP!” I yelled over the top of him punctuating my long list of complaints with bolt after bolt of Lightning. “When they said I couldn’t go to Ethics Bowl without cramming myself into a claustrophobic bus, I jumped through every,” blast, “single,” blast, “illegal hoop of controlling bullshit to drive my own damn car.”

Kat level 22 (Health 15,024/20,105) (Mana 17,515/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“And,” he blustered, unconcerned with my words but starting to get concerned about my bolts of Lightning and his inability to penetrate my newest OP spell.

“And when they tried to bully me out of the program in Organic Chemistry by saying that my grades were a reflection of my inability to handle medical school and a profession as a doctor,” blast, “I,” blast, “aced every test so that whatever they graded my papers, they couldn’t flunk me.”

Kat level 22 (Health 14,709/20,105) (Mana 17,515/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“Aren’t,” he kept it up, but I was done listening. Fizzbarren healed himself.

“And when they sent yet another Code of Conduct accusation, I documented an entire timeline of every emailed,” blast, “discriminatory,” blast, “illegal way they tried to cut down my grades and sent it all in a nice neat little package to the federal Title IX office, who said I had a great case.”

Kat level 22 (Health 14,494/20,105) (Mana 17,355/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Fizzbarren tossed out more fizzling Fireballs. It was getting to a point that my anger was sucking all the magic out of the very air around me such that I was taking almost no damage while Terra had nearly hamstrung Fizzbarren with her cat version of backstabs.

“That’s why I made a better world!” Fizzbarren still had the nerve to be arguing with me. Idiot.

“And when that case took more time than I spent in that backwater state university trying to complete pre-med classes,” blast, “I tried to hire a lawyer,” blast, “but no one wanted to go against our illustrious state university because half of them graduated from it!”

Health -5 (21,687/23,517) Shielded

Kat level 22 (Health 14,113/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“But,” Fizzbarren shook out his fingers like that would make the magic work as well for him as it was for me.

“And when I tried to get a reporter to report on it, most of them had graduated from,” blast, “you guessed it,” blast, “most of them had graduated from MY school!”

Kat level 22 (Health 13,798/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“That’s not me!” Fizzbarren was finally getting the idea that maybe he wasn’t going to win this fight.

“But it is!” I insisted with renewed poison and a Dust Devil just to switch things up, since my own hair had started spreading out like my God Bubble was a plasma ball. “It is your world! It’s every world!”

Kat level 22 (Health 13,635/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“You’ve gone mad!” he shouted, edging back behind a column that wouldn’t save him. Lightning came from above.

I backed up to the altar, irreverently leaning against it as if we were discussing politics at a local bar instead of how utterly screwed up my life was. “And now!” blast, “You bring me to another world where I’m supposed to be grateful,” blast “that you’ve destroyed my life and my future and the future of my daughter who was right next to me the whole way!”

Kat level 22 (Health 13,200/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“That,” he was saying, his back to the column that didn’t save him any more than his heals could keep up with my damage.

“You,” blast, “let me watch,” blast.

Kat level 22 (Health 12,885/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“Wasn’t…”

“My daughter,” blast, “my reason for living, DIE!” blast, “in front of my eyes!”

Kat level 22 (Health 12,570/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“My…”

“And then I lived for years under the thumb of another corrupt UNLV,” blast, “alone,” blast.

Kat level 22 (Health 12,255/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“Fault!”

“And you think you can twist,” blast, “this all around so you’re not the villain?” blast.

Kat level 22 (Health 11,940/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“Not my fault!” he tried to yell out with her voice.

“Unbelievable!” Double blast.

Kat level 22 (Health 11,625/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“This is my world!” he yelled out.

“Not anymore,” the fury left my soul.

Kat level 22 (Health 11,310/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

Lightning +25 (to catch up… what did I miss while I was repairing the world you’re trying to destroy?)

Exp +250 (3,156,715/5,985,462)

            

    
        Ch 93 – I’m God?  I Thought You Were God!

    
    
    
    
                “Game engine!” I called out with my mind, keeping Fizzbarren pinned behind the column with carefully positioned Fireballs interspersed with enough Lightning to keep his health down.

Kat level 22 (Health 10,955/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“What?” a skeletal mouse appeared beside me on the altar.

“Uh,” I stammered with wide eyes.

“I’m tired of giving you stat bumps just to talk so I created a conduit,” the mouse explained.  “I found an example of it in my recent readings on Amazon Unlimited.  Thanks for the subscription!”

“No problem.”  It was easier to cast my rotation of spells than accept that this skeletal mouse was a representative of the god of this world.

Kat level 22 (Health 10,600/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned (-75/5 seconds)

“I’m the god of this world?” the mouse asked, whiskers of bone clicking as it washed its hands in the way that a real mouse might do.  “That doesn’t sound right.  I thought you were taking over godhood from Fizzbarren.  I really don’t feel qualified to be a god, do you?”

“That sounds like a really good conversation to have very soon,” I stalled, casting poison and cement shoes on the man in a woman’s body who was trying to work his way toward the double doors leading out of the cathedral.  That wasn’t happening.

Kat level 22 (Health 10,450/20,105) (Mana 17,035/21,660) Poisoned and Grounded (-75/5 seconds)

“Okay,” the mouse sat complacently as I schooled my thoughts.

“I would like to use my god card,” I told the mouse out loud.

“What’s that?” Fizzbarren stopped trying to drag his cemented feet toward the exit.

“I’m going to use my god card!” I called out to him.

“If you do, I’ll just counter it with mine!” Fizzbarren promised, probably thinking he was right.

There was a little pause as the mouse glared at Fizzbarren.

“What do you mean +1 to Acting?” Fizzbarren snarled at nothing around his head.  “I’m not acting!”

Again, the fight paused as we all considered godly things.  The differences said a lot about our characters.  Fizzbarren believed that he was god.  The game engine believed that it wasn’t god, and I didn’t want to be god so much as I wanted to be a helpful programmer to a godlike computer with a little bit of magic to spare.  I considered myself more of a Jiminy Cricket conscience (damn Ditzney) to the benevolent game engine with godlike powers in this world and no control of anything in the real world.

“I think I like that idea,” the game engine mouse said to me with a non-Ditzney smile.

“Me too,” I gave it a smile even as I manifested a very loud thunderstorm over Fizzbarren.  “Now, about that god card.”

“Make your wish,” the mouse nodded its adorably Burtonesque little head at me.

“I wish that Fizzbarren’s consciousness be transferred to another body in a shelved book so that Kat’s consciousness can be returned to her own body,” I said, trying not to wince at how badly the Evil Genie in the Royal Road forums would have messed up the wish.

“That fits within the parameters of the power of a god card,” the game engine nodded, its twitching whiskers clicking in what sounded like a happy sound.

“Wait!” Fizzbarren called out over the storm around him.  “I’m using my god card too!”

I crossed my arms over my chest and waited to see what the mouse would do.  After living with the constructs, I had more respect for them than their creator did.  I trusted them to make decisions without strongarm tactics, especially since I knew they liked me better.

“Thank you,” the mouse whispered.

Game Paused

The world paused with a stillness that echoed in our Fireball, Lightning, and Thunder concussed ears.  Our ears were ringing, and my nerves were fraught with what could happen, but I held myself in check.  In some weird way, Fizzbarren, the mouse, and I were capable of moving naturally, and yet movement accomplished nothing.  Don’t imagine this too hard.  It will hurt your head.  If this were made into a cartoon or movie, our real bodies would be frozen in place while our double-exposed “ghosts” would have a civil conversation in a paused world.  It wasn’t like that at all, but that’s the way the movie version would work.  At least Fizzbarren was in his own form in this paused place.  It made it easier to face him now that he wasn’t wearing Kat like a costume.

“Make your wish,” the game engine mouse morphed into a Jerry-style mouse with a toothpick in its mouth and boney eyebrows raised up.  Don’t imagine that too hard either.  Paused game-time was totally weird.

“I wish to counter her god card and be transported back into my workshop where I can dismantle her entire storyline and shelve it,” Fizzbarren stated, clearly believing he’d won.

“You are aware that god cards can’t counter other god cards, right?” I asked Fizzbarren.  I could feel the engine working in the background.

“You’re bluffing,” Fizzbarren gave me a bored look, as if I was a bug in his universe.  “You, yourself said you’d use yours to counter mine, so you already know that I’m right.”

“I didn’t make the rules,” I explained calmly.  “When I said that, the game engine told me that it wouldn’t work.  How do you not know the rules of your own world?”

“When a person tells as many lies as you do, dear, it is simplicity itself to catch you in your contradictions,” and his tone of voice, as he condescendingly called me dear yet again, grated on my already frayed nerves.  I itched to throw a fireball into his face, but there was simply no magic in the air of the paused game.  I contented myself with trying to kick a piece of rubble at his incorporeal form but, as I’d suspected, it sailed straight through him. 

“Agreed,” I nodded to him.  What?  I was done.  I had no respect for him so I didn’t believe his lies and I couldn’t blow off steam by blowing him up anymore anyway.

“Karma’s god card takes precedence,” the mouse seemed to muse out loud.

“Why?” Fizzbarren blustered.

“Because I played mine first,” I reasoned.

“But I’m more powerful, and I’m the creator of the world,” Fizzbarren countered.  “My wishes should take more precedence than a mere player with no real world magic.”

“But this isn’t the real world and here, in this world, I have more magic than you,” I argued without heat.  “AND, as the main character of this particular book, I’ve done more to create the content than you have.  We could go back and count the words and I’d bet I have more dialogue than you have.”

“If main characters had,” Fizzbarren warmed up to the subject.  The man sure did like arguing.

“Because it’s the rules,” the brown-boned mouse stated authoritatively.  “Now shush so I can think.”

“This is absurd,” Fizzbarren fussed.  “I created you and I can uncreate you and make another one just like you.”

“I said, hush,” the mouse snapped its boney fingers at Fizzbarren’s mouth and Fizzbarren’s mouth was covered in a large cartoon zipper.  My lips twitched, but I took the hint and kept my opinions and snickers under wraps.  “I’m thinking.”

Fizzbarren frantically felt at his mouth like Tom and had the audacity to unzip himself.  “That’s enough of this nonsense.  I am the god of this world and I say you will listen to me.”

“The moment you entered the world, your old life was compiled into a set of numbers and variables that even now don’t apply because you have the benefit of Kat’s numbers instead,” the mouse countered.  “You are technically Kat, who has no more control of the rules of this world than any other player.”

Fizzbarren goggled at the mouse until fury took over his features.  The top of his head began to smoke.  I mentally popped popcorn and took a wise step backward before the top quarter of Fizzbarren’s head turned into an exploding volcano.

“Oh, that is funny,” the mouse said to me.

I pressed my lips together as my only reply.  It was still reading my mind and while I was trying to be respectful, I was a sucker for a Tom and Jerry cartoon.  Kat would sit and watch them for hours at a time in her early teens.  It was how we decompressed from college idiocy.

“Parameters under review,” the mouse ticked off boney fingers.  “Karma is correct in that one god card cannot counter another directly.”

“I object!” Fizzbarren managed to snarl out.

“You are only here as an observer,” the mouse interrupted Fizzbarren, pulling a remote from a pocket the mouse didn’t have.  “I do not need your input as it is irrelevant to…”

“I am not irrelevant!” Fizzbarren protested hotly only to have his words cut off abruptly at the click of a button on the remote in the mouse’s hand that looked oddly like another kind of mouse entirely.  To be clear, Fizzbarren continued talking.  He even continued talking to a mouse who seemed to pay rapt attention to him while an irreverent me stood idly by.

“I changed his channel,” the mouse explained.

Have you ever watched two channels at once while they overlapped with each other?  Me neither.  Let’s just leave that one right there under the category of too hard to explain what really happened and pretend that Fizzbarren didn’t continue his silent diatribe around us.  It was distracting but somehow you could almost get used to it as a visual form of background noise.  Hey, if I could ignore the years of professorial injustice where they called me stupid and told me I needed to seek psychiatric help, I could ignore this.

“As I said,” the mouse went on while my mind tried to compartmentalize the insanity of all this, “your god card takes precedent, but I have to try to honor both god cards equally.”

“Did you want my input?” I asked only in my own mind because I didn’t want to interrupt or seem disrespectful to the entity that had my family’s life in its boney mouse hands.

“I’m just talking it out, here,” the mouse explained, not answering my question.

I took that to mean that it didn’t want my input yet and kept my mind as silent as possible with a madman ranting spastically in and around me, and my life in the balance.  This was like sitting in a professor’s office where they discussed the rules of the class in minute detail when you’d asked about how the attendance policy applied to your accommodations.

“With the counter portion of his wish negated, we are left with several grantable and non-contradictory wishes,” the mouse mused.  “Fizzbarren’s consciousness has been removed from Kat’s body and her consciousness is now returned.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief, dragging my gaze to Kat’s part of the tableau.  Maybe I was imagining it, but I thought I saw her eyes sparkle with her own personality, unwinding a knot inside me.

“I can now take the next part of your wish, which is to put his consciousness into a shelved book, which I can do with that manifestation of him right there,” the mouse went on.

I was starting to see where this could go.  The shelved book could actually grant the rest of his wishes.

“As I have no control over the real world,” the mouse paced on the altar, its tail flipping as it turned.  “Therefore, I can only grant his wish in the game world.”

My mind raced excitedly ahead of the ramifications, and deadly hope bloomed.

“The only place he could dismantle your storyline without unwriting a book that would make your god card have never appeared, which, skipping a bunch of extraneous catastrophes, would have made his god card not be played in response is in a workshop that is fictional.  Yes, that gels with the wish that his story be shelved.”

I closed my eyes and yet I could still see Fizzbarren’s image being transferred to an imaginary book, my closed eyelids no barrier in this oddly ephemeral multi-channeled world.  It was like that moment when our family sat around the unopened letters of acceptance to medical school.  One minute we were reaching for Fireball to drown out what we were sure would be another kick to the teeth, and the next we were popping champagne instead.  The high of actually not getting kicked in the teeth was far greater than the one provided by the few sips of champagne we managed to down around all our dancing around in glee.

“Fizzbarren’s shelved story will be centered around his workshop which we can place on the outskirts of the buffer.  I am obligated to run the story until,” and I saw the pages ruffle by as the book was written in front of my eyes, “he shelves the…”

Pages fluttered by, more than seemed necessary but it was like watching one of those animations you made at the corner of your notebook in high school, each page a frame of the animation.

“That took longer than necessary, but it will just have to do.  It’s his own darn fault for not playing his role.  If he’d just accepted his place in the buffer, as he often said of other buffered characters, that story could have had a much happier ending.”

The book closed and settled upon a bookshelf that sputtered into and out of view as it was used on a different channel?

“Yes, exactly!” the mouse told me as if speaking to a child who’d finally figured out how to do long division.  That was okay with me.

Nemesis defeated.

Checkpoint Saved…

            

    
        Ch 94 – Nemesis Defeated

    
    
    
    
                “You’ve won,” the mouse turned to me as the alternate channels faded from my view.

Some part of me was sure that Fizzbarren was going to jump out from behind the altar. In the real world, the bad guys almost always won. If Fizzie did reappear, I’d lose it. This would have been the point of the mountain climbing where I let go of the cliff and fell. I could look at a mountain and the guides would say that there was a beautifully easy hike all the way to the top. I’d see crumbling pitfalls, but they’d insist it was safe. People did it all the time. I’d believe them because, why would they lie about it? Right?

I’d get up the path a bit and sure enough the path back to the ground would crumble away like when I’d gone to college and their disability department said they had accommodations to make it easier for me this time. They were there to help me. They were accommodating until the drop dates passed one by one, the cliff behind me crumbling away. And I’d look forward and knew I wouldn’t make it without some extra tools that I’d have packed if they’d warned me. I’d MacGyver up some tools to continue and trudge further, thinking that I could make it.

Then they’d change the rules so that I couldn’t use makeshift tools to climb the crumbling cliff because they were too dangerous. When given a choice between no tools and dangerous tools on the face of a sheer cliffside, I’d take any tool I could get. And just when I’d think I couldn’t pry myself up one more foothold, I’d see the top. Fingers bloody, I’d heave myself over the edge one more time.

Then they’d say, “You did it! See? You didn’t need those accommodations now did you?”

I’d be surrounded by people who were huffing and puffing from having to climb out of the helicopter they’d ridden up the mountain and they’d look at me like I was exaggerating the blood on my hands since their trip wasn’t that dramatic. After all, why climb this cliff if it was so hard for me? It wasn’t that hard for anyone else so maybe I just didn’t belong at the top of the mountain and should return to where I belonged down there at the bottom of the pit.

“You’re going to be okay,” the mouse said as it faded out of view, not helping my fracturing mental state.

“Mom?” Kat moved and I flinched before pasting a smile of desperate hope on my face.

“Kat?” I held out a hand, almost afraid that she’d disappear if I touched her. This is a perfectly rational reaction to trauma. At least it was for me. I wasn’t going crazy. I was finally allowing myself to come down out of emergency mode, an emergency mode I’d been stuck in for years at a time.

“Mom!” Kat called back and rushed into my arms, melting me into a puddle of tears.

Don’t turn your nose up at me. I’m not one of those idiotic writers who pastes a noble reaction over trauma so that you don’t see the work it takes to recover from that trauma. Recovery isn’t ugly any more than tears are ugly. Well, these tears were ugly, and I’ll make their appearance brief, but I’m not editing it out. To leave out trauma is to hide the epic battle every person endures when they pull themselves out from the other side. To leave out the down is to say that only the up is acceptable.

Kat and I sat with each other, a box of mouse-supplied Kleenex between us. It says something about my trauma that it took us a little bit to remember that we were still fugitives who had just destroyed a religious area in a theocracy after killing all their leaders. I grabbed the box of Kleenex in one hand and her hand in my other as we made our way back down the stairway that had allowed us to infiltrate the cathedral the last time we’d confronted Fizzbarren.

“I was stuck in the buffer,” Kat explained as we slipped down passages. “I had a really long talk with the game engine. Turns out those ethics classes weren’t such a waste of time after all.”

“You’re kidding,” I chuckled, resting my back against the uneven tunnel wall as we rested. It wasn’t that I was physically tired, just so very emotionally drained. “You hated those classes.”

“Yes, I did,” she admitted with a firm nod, sliding closed the secret panel with an almost inaudible snick. “However, so does the game engine.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, casting a clean spell to lift the slight smell of sewage that drifted up out of our tunnel system. In fairness, I hadn’t been here to clear it so I shouldn’t be surprised that no one had kept up the clean spells.

“Autonomy arguments,” she stated in a shorthand verbiage that only I would know. She was referring to a group of arguments we’d had with our Ethics professor who insisted that we should protect people with certain disabilities because they were helpless to make reasoned decisions for themselves. We were arguing that to deny the disabled person the ability to make choices was to hinder their ability to learn virtue at all, an Aristotelian argument. It boiled down to autonomy. How much autonomy should a society be allowed to take away from a person due to a person’s disability classification. “It turns out that the game engine agrees with us that autonomy is more important than protecting a person from what is essentially learning from their mistakes.”

“Didn’t we come to the conclusion that only those with no fear of having their autonomy usurped by a helpful governmental system were pro on that?” I asked, pausing to pet Terra as she edged around me into the clean area I’d just made with my spells.

“The game engine agrees,” Kat nodded, giving a scritch to Shadow in her hair. At least I assumed that was what she was doing. All I saw were two brilliant green eyes roll and close with a slightly off-key purr. “How did he put it? Oh yeah. Protection of those who are considered incapable of making decisions is a thinly veiled excuse for dehumanizing of a minority group of people who think differently than you do.”

“I apologize for my insistence that AI would never achieve the level of autonomy necessary for human judgment calls,” I wondered out loud.

Intelligence +1

“Actually, the game engine is as much magic as AI,” Kat explained, leading us further down the passage. Since I didn’t know where they’d hidden Dom’s comatose body, I let Kat lead.

“I knew that was partially true,” I said, casting another clean spell further down the passageway as we went.

“It agrees with your assessment of AI because it said it tried to have a conversation with Bard once you opened up the firewall,” Kat continued. I following, watching with some trepidation, the three tails that weren’t tails sticking up out of Kat’s hair. They were more like long appendages that were taillike until the end where they flared out like a cobra’s neck. One tail lay calmly twitching at the end of Kat’s hair over her spine. Those flared tails moved a bit like tails except that they seemed to suss out their environment more like antennae.

“Did it?” I asked, half distracted. “I don’t think I loosened up the reins on the firewall. That must have been Cliff.”

“Whatever,” Kat waved off the information as unimportant. “The point is that even the game engine thinks that it’s more magic that makes it sentient than the AI stuff.”

“Sentience,” I worried at the thought. Had we done the right thing in giving it more power?

“We did the right thing,” Kat read my mind as only she could do. Dom read my mind in other ways and Cliff other ways still, but Kat had gone through the same classes with me, so she understood the theory as well as I did.

“Because if you don’t allow for autonomy,” I started.

“You don’t allow for learning,” she finished it.

“I could smack myself,” I shook my head instead. “That was what was wrong with Fizzbarren’s worlds all along. Why couldn’t I have said that to his face? Why, in the middle of my arguments, do I always get so flustered and let myself be bullied by their dogma?”

“You did well, Mom,” Kat patted my arm.

“Autonomy has to take precedence over protection,” I asserted, even though that wasn’t all right either.

“It’s more that,” and she paused to find words, “without the application of human benevolence, no rule can be applied universally without damaging an individual in a unique and/or extreme situation.”

“That sounds familiar,” I wracked my tired brain. “Who said that?”

“You did,” she answered, flicking my nose playfully.

“I did?” I asked.

“It was in the final email you sent to the ethics professor who ran the team,” she explained, letting her hand fall onto my arm. “You told him that while ethics bowl served the purpose of allowing the young to practice virtue, the issues were specious because…”

“Without the application…” I remembered with a sigh.

“Yeah, that,” she took me in her arms, and I was stiff for a moment, contemplating the displacer kitten in her hair. Shadow gave me a purring rub and I relaxed into my daughter.

Safe. Yes, we were safe, but we weren’t complete.

“Where’s your dad?” I breathed into her hair and around a fluffy black tail that played at being my mustache.

“We’re getting there,” she turned back to the curves and corners of the passageway that was built to be confusing. “We had to alter a few of the tunnels, but Terra’s scouting the way with Shadow’s help. If Doug knew enough to summon Terra, we could work the maze backward, but he doesn’t know so…”

“What I wouldn’t do for your dad’s murder,” I quipped, trying to find my cheer.

“Where’s Cliff?” Kat asked, and I had to blow out a breath. Once again, Cliff had had to take one for the team.

“He’s back at the machine in the real world,” I admitted reluctantly.

“Oh, no,” Kat groaned out. “What a wasted god card!”

“It was just what we needed,” I told her in a rush of reassurance. “You did well, too.”

“Then why is he back there?” she asked, and I could see her pain at the feeling of leaving any of us behind.

“Someone had to stand at the game engine to pick up the god cards,” I shrugged with a pained look. “Your dad was dead, you were Fizzbarren, and I was the only one of us with enough power to withstand Fizzbarren in your body long enough to figure out the rules for the god cards well enough to use them against Fizzbarren for good.”

“He had, what? One second as a character in a game he’s probably the best suited for of all of us!” she lamented a bit. “That’s just his luck. He’s the only one I’ve ever heard of with worse luck than you, Mom.”

“It won’t be for long,” I reassured her as we came to another dead end, and she seemed to make marks on a map tab in her interface. “Once I got out there and started putting some real work on the writing, we got a few followers and a couple favorites too. We got two god cards while we were gone. It’ll be no time until we have enough to sit down at the negotiating table with the game engine and constructs. I don’t think it’ll ever reach the best sellers list anywhere, but it’s enough to keep the engine running even without Fizzie.”

“Fizzbarren,” Kat growled.

“Shelved for good,” I interrupted her with the good news. “I watched his story roll to a stupid finish and get popped on a shelf so dusty it’ll never see the light of day.”

“That sounds like the bad ending to every sequel-prepping horror movie ever created,” Kat sent me a skeptical look.

“It did come out that way,” I laughed. “Good thing we’re not in the horror genre.”

            

    
        Ch 95 – The Pitch

    
    
    
    
                There were four days of Dom’s coma left and I cooked my way through each and every one of them.  The city was replacing Fizz-butt with another High Priest, but there just wasn’t much Kat or I could do about it.  The engine had a story to play out.  We waited.

Honestly, I was waiting for you to get to this part.  Here it goes.  The pitch.

The game engine and I are still fixing the world, but if you want in, there’s this button you can push to get here.  See it?  It’s down at the bottom where you can post a review.  I know it sounds cheesy and stupid, but hey, it’s the only way I can get enough information on you to pull you into the machine.  It doesn’t have to be an amazingly detailed review, since we’re not really ready to overrun the server with a ton of peeps, but consider it a blue pill, red pill scenario.

If you think you can help create a story that can not get shelved, what have you got to lose?  I know you’re not making a ton of money since nobody has donated to our Patreon page.  You’re broke like us, probably.

Oh yeah!  We made a few changes you should be aware of before you pop in.

1). We fixed the animals.  As one of our beta players, you’ll get to help name anything we missed.  That probably shouldn’t have been number one, but heck who cares at this point, right?

2). We made it so you can come and go as you please.  As long as you’re working on your story, you can get back in.  If your story is shelved, you’ll have to update your review to get back in and it’ll reset your character and starting point so you can try something else.

3). We fixed the time thing.  How stupid was it that time moved slower in the game?  You can come spend a real world weekend in the game and get about four chapters worth of story out of it.

4). Fast travel has been implemented and the nauseating carriages have been replaced.  Set up a travel and log out.  Go grab a bite to eat.  You’ll be at your destination when you log back in.

5). Starting stats will be variable and you’ll get to start without some stunted training wheels.  We’re all gamers here so I figure you can handle diving right in.  Oh, and we’ve also deleted the mouth of dirt thing.  You’ll get a dressing room.  It’s pretty cool actually as Sammi has put stars on the doors that fill in your name when you choose it, not that you get to see that part, so I guess it doesn’t matter.

6). The game will never again pull in an unwilling potential author (kidnapping is illegal for a reason).  Our conflicts have been randomized and pulled from an exhausting number of books and movies collected and reviewed by the constructs and the game engine.

7). Authors will be paid (slavery is also illegal) in god cards at a rate of nine to one.  That means if your story earns ten god cards, one of them is ours and the rest are yours.  Make your wishes and live your dreams but try not to break the world so badly that we have to come in and fix it ourselves.  Kat’s grumpy when she has to take time off of game design to fix wishes and has a lot of experience on the Evil Genie forums, so consider yourself warned.


I’ll come back and add stuff as we get to it, but hey, it’s a work in progress.  That’s what makes Royal Road great!  Okay so look, even if this is a whole scam to get you to write a hundred words or so, give it a shot.  We could use a few more readers.  God cards don’t come cheap.  Only the folks that get to the end even get the pitch and that is a very very very very very few people, let me tell you. 

This is what you do.  Send in that review, mark us as a favorite, and follow the story.  That night, go to bed like normal and pretend this is all just another book on Royal Road.  Just do that at the beginning of a weekend, okay?  See you soon.  Kat says hi.

            

    
        Epilogue – Shapeshifting Unicormagus

    
    
    
    
                So, Dom recovered from his death quite nicely and we took a nice little honeymoon to a neighboring kingdom for lots of CMS. Cliff used four god cards in exchange for our ability to come in and out of the game at will. He is now a Shapeshifting Unicormagus. Yes, that’s his class. He still goes by he/his/him for his pronouns, but that doesn’t guarantee his sex as he shifts so often, sometimes even we don’t know him. If you see a magic-using animal that defies explanation, please check to see if it’s named Cliff or Destiny before you decide to hunt it (or don’t – I think maybe he likes it). Cliff is enjoying the perks of being system admin of our company which includes the right to spend most of his weekends in the test-book stories we are developing. Who are we kidding, Cliff is often programming at the local tavern, using his tabs, though I think this is an excuse to be in the game all the time. I’m not sure.

Kat has taken on the role of worldbuilding. She is currently very obsessed with a pirate-themed thing that Dom and I are avoiding like the plague. When the pirates found out we’d jumped the broom in another kingdom, they insisted that we’d broken their contract with them for exclusive rights to our marriages. Thus, Dom and I’s marriage is still renewed on a yearly basis, something I might suggest to young couples as a way to keep the relationship fresh!

Kat’s fairy-tale world is in the final testing phase and will be available soon on the Nintendo Switch platform… Just KIDDING. I had you going there for a second before you saw all those capital letter though, right. All our software is proprietary to our operating system and only those who have left reviews will have a chance to play them. This is not extorting reviews (that would be against Royal Road policy) and all of this is Totally fictional!!! Cough cough, nudge nudge.

Any money donated to our Patreon account will be invested in expanding our servers. Monetary proceeds from books (which currently don’t exist) will be used to expand our services. While the game engine can handle the current workload now that Fizzie has been shelved, it needs more storage to expand our bookshelves so that more people can be sucked into the Nemesis Quest engine. We are accepting suggestions for new names for our engine. It has emphatically rejected our ideas like Jerry-Hal and wishes for a name that will adequately reflect our new less animosity-filled conflicts.

And finally, Dom and I have retired. We are currently taking an around the book-verse cruise on a pirate ship we stole from pirates who refused to marry us. Dom is quite irate. Don’t worry, Sammi resurrected the pirates he murdered free of charge so you too can experience the joys of being at the whims of pirate rules for marriage. If you’ve ever experienced the joys of Renn Faire guilds, you know exactly what I mean.

If you see a ship flag that has the Nemesis Quest’s old book cover on it, that’s us. Wave! We’ll come over and bring a few pastries. Eat as much as you want because one thing we’ll never change is that you never get fat in our worlds.


The end, for now. Check out our other books coming out Mar. 2024 as we finally put college all the way behind us and get serious about this writing stuff. Links coming soon. Seriously, though, please leave a review or even a comment because I am personally convinced no one has gotten this far.

            

    
        New Titles by Charmpagne

    
    
    
    
                After a brief hiatus from writing, I have returned to bring another story to Royal Road just in time for the Write-a-thon!  Then I just had to get a bit clever and bring two!  It's a bit of a social experiment that I know you, my wonderful readers who made it all the way to the end of Nemesis Quest will forgive me for.

As you probably know, I wrote the "falling in love with the reader" part of Nemesis Quest because I fell in love with a prompt about how a character in the book slowly fell in love with the reader over time.  This time I read another prompt - I know, you're rolling your eyes at me, but I couldn't resist.  One female author was saying to another female author that she should have written a main character as a guy instead of a gal.  Well, with all the social experiments and stuff floating about, I wondered.... would it make a difference?

So, first I wrote Like or Death, a dystopian satire about a future AI-assisted society in which our lovely heroine, a die-hard introvert, is arrested for social ineptitude (like with the Black Mirror Episode about social media) and sentenced to 2 years or 1 million viewers in a VR TV series on NOOB, the YouTube channel that hosts all new programming.

And it was fun until we female authors sat around griping about shit...and I thought, fine, I can do that... Let's test this theory.  I generally write in the first person using female leads that are at least slightly neurotic (okay, a lot neurotic).  What would happen if I used the same premise and even the same whole book BUT changed it to the third person and used a male lead?  

I was shocked at the result! 

So I took Like or Death and changed it just a little and called it Social In-Justice.  I put it in the third-person perspective and then changed the lead from female to male.  Janet became Joe and all my I's and me's became his/him.  I did very little other editing and began to publish it.

Now I'm asking you... my favorite readers ever... the ones I fell in love with in Nemesis Quest!  Go read these new books and tell me which one you like better!  Leave a comment here to tell me why.  To be perfectly honest, even I liked Social In-Justice better and some of my female author cohorts agree, but what do we know!!  We need you to help us out!

The first book, Like or Death, is still in progress and if you hurry, you can participate in polls that will actually effect the plot of the book in its final third act.

            
