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      To my mom’s cat, Tanzi.

    

  


  
    
      Just kidding.

      

      To my mom, Ninette Tigner,

      the badass motherfucker.

      

      If she didn’t force me to read books

      as a kid to earn NES video games, I probably

      wouldn’t be a writer today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Somethene wise should go here.

        SANGVITEUS

      

      

      

      “You realize that readers are going to think that’s a mistake, right?”

      “Yis yis! Hahaha!”
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Some days were just terrible, good-for-nothing days that needed a swift kick in the butt. The frustration of dealing with idiots, day-in and day-out, was approaching the critical limit.

      This then explained why Sarah was at the library, her most favorite of favorite places to be. The back had a secret corner, her corner, her special place where she could sit in peace, surrounded by the smells of new and old paper, bound by artful covers, their spines cracked, their words read by thousands of strangers.

      But today, it served the purpose of hiding her minor indiscretion from lingering eyes of judgment while she devoured a raspberry glaze doughnut.

      Cheat days existed for a reason, and today—even if it wasn’t technically a cheat day—had a good pile of reasons, reasons she didn’t want to think about.

      Of course, not thinking about why she was using food to snuff out her emotions allowed other thoughts to manifest and meander.

      One pervading thought was how this evil, no-good, but addictingly-delicious doughnut—that barely weighed two ounces—would somehow add ten pounds to her waist.

      She sighed and slumped against the faux wood paneling. Why was she like this? Always sabotaging her efforts whenever she made a tiny bit of progress.

      Every- single- time she got fired up to be healthy and fit, to be in control, life got in the way. It seemed rather obvious that the universe was conspiring against her.

      What were the chances that today, of all days, would start with an avalanche of problems—missed deadlines because of her stupid team, upset clients, upset management, the threat of losing her job—and end with her favorite doughnuts on sale?

      Only the universe could line up such events so maliciously. Every piece was in its predestined location to break her diet.

      She might not be supermodel material; she may never fit in a size-4 dress, let alone a size 2. But at least she had her books, books filled with the fantastical adventures of people who actually succeeded in their struggles, saved the world, and had hot, steamy sex with a muscled shapeshifting wolf named Alejandro.

      Just thinking of his name—Alejandro—sent shivers down her spine. Fiction was delightfully better than life.

      She got comfortable on the old canvas upholstery, blew a brunette strand of hair from her face, and cracked open a new book that promised a sensual distraction from reality. What? She had earned this, just like she had earned her baker’s dozen.

      An hour later, lost in the cinematic of imagination, she was rudely snapped out of it by a man’s shouting voice, slightly muffled behind the rows of bookshelves.

      Sarah gritted her teeth. She would normally ignore such intrusions from stupid people—or smart people, or, really, people-people; she actively avoided confrontation; best to ignore them until they went away—but not today.

      This was her sacred place. It was more home than home. You simply didn’t yell, shout, bellow, or otherwise make a clamor in a library.

      Besides, it was getting late, and, like it or not, she wouldn’t throw away her gym streak for one lousy day. In fact, she would make a salad for dinner. Real food. Hear that, Universe?

      It could keep on kicking her, but—doughnuts aside—she wouldn’t give up. Stupid people gave up on their dreams. And she was far from stupid.

      Maybe that was what the universe wanted: a challenge. Well, do your worst!

      She shoved her book and wrappers into her tote bag, lest one of the friendly but strict librarians discovered her breaking the no-food rules again, and marched her way out into the main foyer.

      A man wearing a Ghostface mask from the movie Scream was dressed all in black, arm held out, pointing something at sweet old Maribeth, the acting librarian.

      The thing the man held looked remarkably similar to a gun. And the words coming out of his mouth for the second time sounded remarkably like, “Now! Empty the register!”

      Two things happened at once. The first was a thought. What stupid, stupid person would rob a library of all places? And the second was an unabated, habitual response to all noisemakers.

      “Shhh!” she shushed the robber.

      This then triggered a flood of adrenaline and a series of thoughts about the proper behavior when dealing with someone handling a gun. Naturally, these thoughts always came after the fact.

      The man jerked and spun.

      Maribeth’s eyes went wide.

      And the gun, now aimed in a most terrible direction, went off. The chamber flashed, the gun recoiled, the man swore, and a narrow piece of metal pierced Sarah’s heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah gasped and stumbled backward, bare feet on dirt? She grabbed at her chest, a chest that was not covered in blood or . . . clothing for that matter.

      She yelped and covered her breasts with an arm, only to then discover that her nakedness extended all the way down to her purple-painted toenails.

      A flush of heat ran up her neck and into her ears and cheeks. Her heart—an enraged wrecking ball of a thing—continued to slam against her ribs despite the total lack of the robber or librarian or . . . library for that matter.

      What just happened!

      In some miraculous twist of fate, she stood outside in a small alcove, sunlight glinting on morning dew. There were walls made of twisted branches; long penis-shaped yellow flowers; a flat stone platform, or was it the world’s most terrible bed?; and an archway covered in hanging ivy, blocking the view.

      She was completely alone, naked, and . . . alive? But that made no sense! She was shot. She was very, very clearly shot. It had hurt so stupid much she hadn’t been able to breathe.

      She touched the point where the bullet had entered. There wasn’t so much as a scar, a bruise, not even a red blotch.

      “Hello!” said a squeaky feminine voice.

      Sarah tensed and looked around.

      The voice came from a tiny person, a really tiny person, maybe five inches tall. She hovered in the air, flapping blue monarch butterfly wings, wings that were shedding flecks of sparkling dust.

      She had short baby-blue hair, green skin, antennae, and was wrapped in white petals that formed a sundress.

      “What on earth?” Sarah whispered.

      “You not on Earth.”

      “I’m . . . dreaming.” She must have dozed off in the library, reading about some fantasy world with fairies in it. Or she was in a coma. Of course!

      “You not in dream,” the fairy said. She landed on the stone platform and smiled a mouthful of jagged teeth. “You dead.”

      “I’m not dead,” Sarah said, incredulous.

      “You dead,” the fairy said again, matter-of-factly while nodding.

      “No, I’m—”

      “Yes yes! Dead. I sorry you dead. Now wear cloth. You naked—ugly. Sorry you ugly. Cover with cloth?”

      “I’m not ugly!”

      “So sorry. Pale skin ugly, green pretty,” she said, motioning to herself.

      On the stone platform was a nicely folded brown robe. Sarah quickly dressed, not to hide her ugliness but for the mere fact that she didn’t appreciate being naked in the first place.

      “Where am I?” she asked.

      The fairy flapped her wings as she walked across the stone, each step a leap like she was on the moon. “This!” she said, spreading her arms and spinning, “Olindale. Heaven. I your Apology. Apology Thirteen. Temporary Interface.”

      Heaven. . .? Interface. . .?

      None of this made any sense whatsoever. Dozens of questions were bubbling to the surface, demanding to be asked while fearing the answers.

      Before Sarah could appease her cautious curiosity, however, a horn bellowed, filling the alcove with its low and long sound.

      “Time!” Apology Thirteen said, launching herself into the air and smiling.

      “For what?”

      “Great new game. You compete. I help. Follow follow!” She zipped to the archway covered in ivy and swiped the hanging vines to either side, draping them on stone hooks and revealing a pathway beyond.

      Sarah followed the fairy out from the now-familiar alcove to the unknown. The twisting branches that formed the walls curved down a winding path covered in moss.

      A few minutes later, she crossed a stream that trickled between flat stepping stones. The sounds of gurgling water mixed and merged with what only could be voices. Others!

      This prompted her to pick up the pace. They hurried down the pathway until it opened to an enormous circle enclosed in high stone-brick walls with archways every twenty or so feet.

      Dozens upon dozens of people were stepping out from their archways, confused and cautious, following fairies of all different wing colors.

      And . . . wow. At the center of the circle grew a gargantuan tree. It hadn’t been there a second ago. It stretched so high the branches disappeared into the sky. The trunk was like a hundred giant redwood trees had been smashed together to form the impossible.

      A perfectly circular pond submerged the base of the tree. Jagged, crystalline rocks ringed the shoreline, teeming with countless fairies, their voices a chattering of excitement.

      Set above the water on the backs of four giant unicorn statues—each rearing on two hooves—was a platform and a long stretch of stairs that led up to it.

      Apology Thirteen waved, then shot off toward the platform, giggling. She spread her arms as if she were an airplane and crop dusted random people with shimmering fairy dust.

      A guy ran up yelling, “Hey . . . hey!” He had sepia-brown skin, short curly black hair, and looked to be in his early thirties. “You know what’s going on?”

      “No, not really,” Sarah said, relieved to finally be talking to a real person. “How did you get here? Are you”—she reached out and pinched him—“real?”

      “Ouch! Quite real, thank you.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      The guy scrunched up his brow. “I . . . was in a rush to get back to the courthouse. I slipped on the ice and—”

      “Did you die?”

      “No! I’m not dead,” he said in a voice as incredulous as when she had said the exact same thing. The only problem, she was beginning to lose that incredulity.

      But she wasn’t ready to die! She hadn’t read any books on death, hadn’t studied the subject. It was always something to be considered one day when she was old, frail, and eager to discover what came next.

      This was all happening way too fast. She never got to say goodbye to her mom and dad and two sisters, all of whom she couldn’t seem to remember anymore. The memories of them were there, but their faces, their voices, their sense of familiarity . . . gone.

      Panic would be an acceptable emotion in such a situation, but instead, there was only a blooming sense of not caring. Her past—all of the adventures, the pursuits, the good times and bad—drifted into the distance.

      “Hey,” the guy said in a soothing voice, “are you alright? You’re looking a bit despondent.”

      “I’m . . . fine,” she said, realizing she was perfectly okay with being dead. The only alarm ringing loudly in her head was why.

      The answers to her multiplying questions were not here; they were there at the platform where everyone was gathering.

      Sarah pushed forward to join the others.

      “So what about you?” the guy asked.

      “Shot,” she said casually.

      “Shot!” he yelled from behind. But what did it matter how she had died: gunshot or decapitation or evil teddy bears come to life? Death was death.

      The stairs were carved from the same crystalline stones that jutted out from the shoreline. They rose a few hundred feet. The vertical sections of each step had wooden doors, tiny windows, mailboxes, and address numbers.

      A fairy, this one with red wings, flew down to a step. He opened a door, and, before stepping through, his wings vanished into shimmering dust.

      “This is fairyland,” the guy from before said. “Shit! What did grams always say? Don’t . . . don’t . . .”

      “Eat the food?”

      “Right! Or you’ll be stuck here forever.”

      “It’s not fairyland,” she said, shaking her head. “We’re dead. Can’t you feel it? I didn’t want to believe it either, but now it feels normal. This is where we’re supposed to be.”

      “No, that’s the fairies’ doing. They’re making us forget and accept this new life. Soon, we’ll be frolicking in the fields buck naked.”

      “Alright . . .” Sarah said with an uneasy half-smile, “then what do you plan to do about it?”

      “We have to escape. Now. Before it’s too late!”

      “No no!” said a male fairy with purple wings. “You dead, dumb head.”

      “Stop calling me that!” the guy yelled and swatted at his fairy. “I demand you release me. I-I’m not going to let you take my virginity!”

      “Ewww! Dumb dumb, dummy dumb. I no do that! I no take you from world, neither. I help great game only. Understand, dumb head?”

      Others started to watch the confrontation and the exasperated fairy who was now pointing up the stairs and saying, “Go now, go go! Stay, you die.”

      “Die?” the guy asked, crossing his arms. “I don’t believe you.”

      “No care!” the fairy shouted. “You die, I lose. No game for me. You no stay here.”

      The guy grinned and stood his ground. He seemed to be thinking that anything the fairies didn’t want was a good thing.

      “Come on,” Sarah said. For reasons beyond reason, she hated the idea of leaving him behind. Maybe it was because he was the first human she had spoken to in this unearthly place. Or it was her eccentric need to protect idiots from themselves; it was, after all, what made her a good team manager. “What if your fairy is right?”

      “I right. No what if!” the fairy screeched, hitting a higher pitch.

      “He’s not,” the guy replied. “This is all an elaborate scheme to pull us into their world. Look around you. The evidence is clear. Do you want to be trapped here forever?” he asked, then raised his voice for everyone. “Don’t you want to get back to your real lives?”

      A few others—much to the irritation of their fairies—slowed their trek up the stairs. Some even decided to abandon the task completely and joined the guy.

      Sarah considered the stairs and the now gathering group of unwilling participants. Was this all trickery? Had she been kidnapped by the Fae, her memories erased? But she clearly remembered being shot in the chest.

      She shook her head. “We’re dead,” she said again, this time with more confidence. “There’s nothing to go back to.”

      “Can’t fix stupid,” a girl said, stepping down from the stairs to stand next to the guy. She had powder-white skin and black lipstick on lips that curled into a smug smile.

      Someone in the forming group laughed, another pointed a mocking finger, and yet another—a slim Asian girl—looked quite conflicted with her decision to stay behind.

      Another horn sounded from above. The fairies that were partnered with the obstinate people were now frantically trying to convince them that they must must must ascend the stairs or something terrible would happen to them.

      “Hurry, hurry!” Apology Thirteen yelled. “You no help dumb people. They eliminated. But we compete en win. Hurry. No time. Dangerous!”

      A ticking sound cut through the commotion of people debating the merits of staying or going.

      The girl who had looked conflicted about her decision ran out from the group, leaving behind jeers of ridicule at her lack of a spine.

      Sarah followed, taking the steps two at a time.

      The ticking increased in tempo and volume. Each strike of sound ricocheted off the surrounding stone-brick walls, echoing what could only be a countdown timer.

      She was so very not in shape for this. Stupid body! If only she had gone to the gym more and perhaps ate fewer doughnuts, she’d be a StairMaster champion.

      Halfway to the top, the ticking stopped, replaced with a deep grinding noise. Vibrations buzzed up from the steps through her bare toes and up her legs.

      The steps started to move! They were sliding toward the platform, narrowing by the second.

      Sarah pushed herself to climb climb climb. Her heart and lungs and legs had already been pushed to their incredibly limited limit. Everything burned. She couldn’t breathe enough to quell the scorching, scratching sensation in her lungs. And something sharp was pressing into her brain.

      The simple knowledge of being dead wasn’t panic-inducing. But falling from this height? Down to the rocky shoreline that was way too stinking far below? Yeah, no question about it.

      The guy—the one who had very intentionally and with great confidence stayed behind—just passed her. He was in far better shape and taller. Genetics was totally unfair!

      She used her hands, pressing herself up against the forming wall, each step a narrow ledge, more a ladder than stairs.

      The people at the top were yelling for her and everyone else to hurry. They were helping people over the edge.

      Someone screamed below. A guy. His body rolled and tumbled down the steep incline until it slapped the far below ground with a sickening thud.

      Shoot shoot shoot! That’s going to be me!

      The thought cycled in her head. It was a loop of those words mixed with the constant visual of her broken body on the rocks. She had already died once today, not again, and not like this!

      Before the steps vanished entirely, she shoved three fingers through a tiny wooden door. The other doors had fairies sticking their heads out. They pointed and watched, unalarmed by her dangerous display of hanging from her fingertips.

      “You break door!” a fairy said. He was standing on her white knuckles, his face contorted in rage. “I just fixed it, poop-snot!”

      She slid her other hand around, feeling for doors or windows or anything she could get a finger into, doing the same with her toes that kicked and slid across the smooth stone.

      Tiny hands pushed against her fingertips. “Get out!” the fairy inside yelled. “You no guest. You no welcome. Out, out of my house! Oh no no no, you ruin favorite rug, too!”

      There was another door two feet higher. She shoved her fingers against the wood, and the itty-bitty hinges broke free. She was Godzilla scaling a skyscraper, the residents both afraid and upset at the destruction.

      Apology Thirteen landed on her hand and shoved the other fairy back. “You no Interface. You no interfere with my Chosen!”

      “Grab the robe!” the guy from before yelled, leaning over the above ledge. He had removed his robe and now swung it down to her.

      Sarah most certainly, not-in-a-thousand-years, wanted to release her very firm grip on the very firm wall. But her arms were now shaking. Her wrists were being stretched like tearing LaffyTaffy from a hot sidewalk.

      There was no hanging on the wall forever. Her strength would give out eventually, then it was a short skydive down to an abrupt splattering.

      She grabbed the robe, gritting her teeth, eyes watering. Two or three people above pulled and pulled on the other end.

      A seam popped!

      Threads started to snap. . . .

      Without another breath, her jaw achingly tensed, she did her best to walk up the vertical wall, unable to worry about the mailboxes and windows she crushed along the way or the fairies who yelled profanities.

      Hands grabbed her wrist and forearm and robes. They hoisted her over the side where she now lay, sucking in deep breaths, unable to stop her body from shuddering.

      Everyone collapsed into sweaty, heaving heaps. The guy who had obstinately stayed behind until the last second—the very same one who had, no doubt, just saved her life—quickly redressed, covering brawny shoulders and strong biceps.

      Sarah glanced away and pushed herself to her feet, her legs no better than jello. But the burning in her lungs and the piercing spike in her head were magically gone.

      She felt—if not a little winded and a lingering zap of panic bouncing through her neurons—good. Good. . .? An ordeal like this would have normally taken a scalding hot shower, hours in bed watching Star Trek, and a half-pint of ice cream just to feel remotely human again.

      Perks of being dead?

      The people below didn’t appear so thrilled now that their one and only option to ascend the stairs had been taken from them. They gazed up, arms stubbornly crossed. While they had—with no small amount of pompous arrogance—made their decision, it probably felt uncomfortably final.

      “What’s that!” a lady shouted.

      Seven curving lines, one for each remaining person below, shifted beneath the moss and dirt. The gothic girl pointed at one, yelling something. The others started to run.

      A tentacle or vine or tongue? Something alien. Something not right in the world burst out of the ground, red and fleshy. It wrapped her legs and waist, then dragged her flailing body. Her fingers clawed the dirt. Her shrieking voice silenced the moment her head was pulled beneath the surface.

      It lasted a handful of terrible seconds.

      The ground stopped moving.

      No one remained.

      “Shit shit shit!” the guy whispered, blinking back tears, hands shaking. “It’s my fault—again. I’m such a fuck up. . . .”

      Sarah placed a hand on his arm, preparing to offer some consoling thought. But the words were stuck in her throat, stuck within a disgusting sense of relief that she was not among those idiots.

      What a horrible thing to think. . . .

      Those people died!

      B-but it was their fault, right? They were warned, over and over, begged not to forfeit their lives, told that a terrible thing would happen and a terrible thing did happen.

      “Welcome to Olindale.” The crowd of restless bodies turned to find an elderly white man leaning forward on a cane at the far edge of the platform. He was bald except for the disarray of white hair that grew from the sides of his head and combined with a long beard down the front of him.

      He wasn’t wearing one of the brown robes that apparently marked the unlucky many as disposable. No, he wore a black doublet beneath a high-collar red cape.

      “I am Gameus,” the man said, “god of games and of this realm. Yes, you have died. Yes, this is one of the many heavens. And no, you were not kidnapped by fairies. What an idiotic notion.

      “Who came up with that, anyway? Raise your hand. Come on, don’t be shy. No one? Hmm. Fine, be that way. Just understand that your fear of fairies is misplaced. They could hardly kidnap a butterfly, let alone a hundred Cycle-bound souls.

      “Now, normally, I would buy a handful of you from the Soul Watchers—a dozen at most!—but Black Friday came early this year. How exciting! ‘Buy one, get one free,’ gets me every time.

      “Unfortunately . . . it would seem I got carried away and went over budget. I must return a good many of you or risk the ire of my accountant. Heavens are not easy to run these days.

      “Lucky for me—as a VIG: Very Important God—you came with a 100%, no interrogations, money-back guarantee. And no restocking fees. Brilliant!”

      Gameus waved his hand, and swirls of purple smoke shot out from him. They looked like thick transparent ropes. One such rope wrapped around Sarah and lifted her up a few feet.

      She grunted, legs kicking the air, fingers digging into the impossibly dense material that wrapped her waist. And she wasn’t the only one. Most others found themselves to be in the same predicament.

      It was at this precarious moment of floating—so very unconnected to the solid platform, the view of endless nature in all directions—that she noticed how the ends of the ropes had heads.

      Heads. . .?

      They weren’t ropes.

      She froze and held her breath. Fear pooled in her stomach. Of all the magical, fantastical creatures she had read countless books about, it just had to be a snake.

      The transparent scaly creature tightened around her. Its head inched closer to her face, watching, flicking its ethereal tongue.

      “We have options!” Gameus said. “I can toss a random lot of you back into the Primordial Sea of Souls and let the rest of you into my heaven.

      “Or,” he said, raising a finger to silence anyone’s premature vote, “you may all compete in a set of games I have devised to test your worthiness. Please decide.”

      Immediately, the people not strung up by giant flying snakes voted to toss the unlucky lot. There were a few exceptions, but they were in the vast minority. And, unsurprisingly, those wrapped up in the air wanted a fair chance.

      Sarah slipped through the snake—which had become incorporeal—and crashed to the platform way too close to the edge. The others who had shared her fate were also released.

      The snakes snatched those who had voted for no contest. These people shot into the air, their fear-filled voices yelling as they struggled.

      Gameus waved a hand. Metallic beads formed and swirled out in front of himself, melding into a glossy surface that rendered a visual: Countless luminescent wisps churned within a great expanse of dark water, everything connected by millions of lines like a mycelial network.

      Sitting upon a ledge were two indistinct figures holding what looked to be fishing rods, casting glowing lines into the sea of souls.

      Those now bound by the oh-so-terrible-and-freaky snakes shouted their change of opinion. They wanted to vote for the competition.

      The old god smiled. He had fierce blue eyes that seemed to pierce the physical, the flesh of each person he looked at, digging deeper and scratching at their souls.

      “Ah!” he said, releasing his cane that stayed upright, and clapped once.

      The glossy surface he had created crumbled to streams of color that brushed away in the breeze. The snakes popped! and vanished, dropping those they had held.

      “Somehow,” he said, “I knew you would see it my way and vote for a fair—and, most importantly, entertaining—competition.”

      A chorus of tiny voices cheered. Fairies had gathered at the platform’s edges and on the unicorn statues to watch.

      Gameus twirled his fingers in the air, and a scroll materialized from flakes of gold. It unfurled to reveal fanciful lettering too small to read. He summoned a quill and signed it.

      “I invoke the Right of Trial. The terms are simple and irrevocable. Complete my three challenges and win. The first challenge,” he said, smiling wider, “is one of survival. Those who live until the end may be granted the honor of choosing a divinity.

      “Those who fail will rejoin the Great Cycle. Your memories, experiences, and everything that makes you, you, will be stripped away, as is the natural course of life.”

      He paused to take in his spellbound audience. “There is no need to be so afraid. The process is entirely painless! You have, without doubt, been through it countless times. Of course, what you are reborn as is a matter of chance: a slug, a snail, a . . . maggot, perhaps?

      “Will you roll the dice? Or will you succeed here and be granted eternal persistence? Break the cycle and begin the pursuit of an extraordinary life. Your fate—as they say—is in your hands.”

      Gameus stroked his beard, standing in the thick silence. He nodded to himself, turned, and walked off the platform, feet and cane tapping along on something invisible.

      No one spoke. They watched the god stroll across the emptiness between the platform and the enormous tree, his figure dissolving into tendrils of prismatic light.

      Once the last flicker of color vanished, a glass sphere materialized where he had been. It slammed down against the invisible floor and shattered into thousands of shards.

      The glass spread like a wave of chain reactions, expanding and melding to form a bridge, tinkling in its constant movement, slivers catching the sunlight and reflecting rainbow hues.

      The completed bridge—a gorgeous display of pristine art and architecture—stretched across the emptiness and anchored to the tree.

      Giant crystal arched doors stood waiting on the far side. The doors were open but revealed nothing except a wall of undulating darkness.

      Gameus’s voice whispered from nowhere and everywhere as if carried upon the warm breeze, “Your first challenge awaits.”

      No one seemed eager to be the first to step onto the frail-looking glass. Sarah happily counted herself among this group, especially given her recent experience of nearly falling to her death.

      Her fairy, however, grabbed her ear and tugged her forward. “Time, important! Hurry. No waste time!”

      “Owe!” Sarah said, stopping at the very edge of the platform where it met the bridge. It nearly blended with the air, only visible by how the curved glass distorted everything far, far below.

      Seeing no alternative and feeling the gaze of everyone watching, she delicately pressed her toes against the cold, smooth surface. It didn’t move, sway, crack, or shift beneath her weight.

      This reassurance—and the fresh memory of what happened to the obstinate group who had failed to climb the stairs—seemed to have convinced the others that they, most certainly, did not want to wait patiently for their turn.

      They all clambered forward at once, a panicking mob of chaotic movement. Someone screamed as they were knocked off the side of the platform, which instilled a deeper sense of animalistic survival instincts and an every-man-for-himself mindset.

      Sarah sprinted across the bridge lest she got stampeded upon. Apology Thirteen landed on her shoulder. “I good feeling about you. We win, we will! Step through door. First challenge!”

      With no other place to go, Sarah did just that. She stepped into the wall of blackness like churning smoke. It parted for her, a sickly cold and damp texture running across her skin.

      On the other side of the veil . . .

      A new world.
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      Sarah gawked.

      The inside of the tree was absolutely, positively nothing like she had expected. She didn’t step into a room; she stepped into a vast world in and of itself, a world with a sunlit sky, rolling green hills, small lakes, rivers, and a valley of trees.

      She immediately turned toward the door only to find it had sauntered off somewhere as magical doors were wont to do. “I’m alone. . .?”

      “Not alone!” Apology Thirteen said, fluttering in the air. “I be here. Yes yes! I your Interface. You no lose me, not till get soul device.”

      “What’s a soul device?”

      “You see. If survive en win.”

      Far below, by a cropping of trees, a door—looking quite similar to the one she had just stepped through—materialized. Someone rushed out from the blackness, and, as soon as they did, the door dispersed into streams of colorful flakes.

      Other doors were opening across the valley, evidently spreading the contestants out from each other.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Sarah asked.

      “Prepare!”

      “For what?”

      “For terrible, terrible night. Daytime, gather resources, prepare. Nighttime, land change, strong monsters hunt you. Follow! I help.”

      Apology Thirteen flew around a cluster of deciduous trees. They stood tall with strong boughs half obscured by large green leaves.

      “I find first monsters,” the fairy whispered, waving her hand. “First treasure. Come see!”

      Sarah cringed. Monsters. . .? Right. Good. That was exactly what she wanted to find. She tiptoed—as quietly as quiet could be—in the opposite direction.

      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen yelled. She flew up to block Sarah’s path. “They be weak monsters. Daytime monsters. You must fight now or die to strong nighttime monsters.”

      “I don’t know how to fight. I once punched a bully after weeks of him teasing me, and I broke my finger. I can’t fight monsters!”

      “I help. You must fight or die. You die, I lose. I no want to lose, no, so I help.”

      Sarah considered this for a very long two seconds. She, irrefutably, undeniably, did not want to die, did not want to be discarded into that sea of souls place. But what was more terrifying? Real monsters or losing her lifetime of memories?

      She bit her lower lip. The answer was obvious, of course. There really wasn’t that many good memories. She continued away.

      “No no no no no!” Apology thirteen said again. “They dumb, easy-to-kill monsters. You see. Just see once, yes? Just once.”

      Sarah sighed. Could it hurt to take a look? A tiny peek? Worst case, she’d run. And . . . be hunted by some eldritch horror that would rend flesh from bone or yank her beneath the ground.

      “I see cogs turn turn!”

      But like it or not, ignorance wasn’t bliss. Ignorance only compounded fears of the unknown, letting them grow unchecked until they became debilitating.

      She needed to know.

      And so she nodded reluctantly.

      Apology Thirteen smiled to reveal her jagged white teeth. “Good! I show you dummy-dumb monsters.” She flew around the trees, waving and whispering, “This way. You see, you will.”

      Sarah followed, creeping silently and slowly, muscles tensed and ready to bolt. It didn’t help that she had a wildly active imagination and a lifetime of reading about every type of imaginable monster there was.

      She brushed past a bush and snuck up behind a tree that sat near a clearing. Plopping, sloshing sounds came from beyond as if from a large beast, chomping on the remains of a recent kill. Maybe a manticore . . . or a hydra!

      This was stupid, exceedingly and completely-unlike-her stupid. She shouldn’t be here.

      Apology Thirteen pointed to her lips, then pointed beyond the tree. “They dumbest of dumb monsters. They protect chest. Chest be resources. Use stick there—hit hit hit them.”

      Sarah snatched the dry stick that was about the length of her arm. It felt oh-so-very nice having something to defend herself with. Maybe she could find more sticks like this, then hide in a nook somewhere. The contest was about survival, not killing monsters.

      But first, she had to know.

      She swallowed hard and drew in a deep breath. Her fingers, white with pressure, wrapped her stick as if it was her last lifeline, ignorant of the fact that any sizable beast would find her makeshift weapon unthreatening at best and provoking at worst.

      Beyond the tree . . .

      Three gelatinous blobs bounced around a small chest. They were no larger than two feet in any direction. Their faces, a depiction of carefree glee, were illustrated as if painted there with black ink.

      These were monsters? She almost laughed. All the built-up tension flowed out, replaced with a flurry of relief.

      Two of the blobs were pink, the other blue. One sang, “Boobah boobaaah.” And the others chimed, “Beeboh beeboooh!” They were totally, without question, the cutest things ever!

      What was heaven’s pet policy? Could she have more than one? And what did they eat. . .?

      Apology Thirteen said—with all the cheerful excitement of getting a new puppy or bike or finding a $20-dollar bill in an old pair of jeans—“Murder them!”

      “What?” Sarah balked. “I-I . . . can’t. They’re not monsters. They’re cute blubbery pets.”

      “No no no no no, they be monsters. Bash en splat! Smear into ground.”

      Sarah shook her head, appalled by the very thought of slaughtering such helpless creatures. She took a step back and dropped her stick.

      “Fine!” Apology Thirteen shouted. “I pick loser. No good luck. Always pick loser. Grr!” She flew around the tree and landed on a pink blob.

      The blob stopped bouncing, its smile replaced with a curious frown, its black dot eyes trying to see what new friend it had bumped into.

      The fairy grabbed fistfuls of gelatinous ooze, flapped her wings rapidly, and with a grunt, launched the monster.

      It flew like a bird . . . directly at Sarah!

      She yelped, hands waving out in front. She tried to evade the translucent flying thing, but she sucked at evasion! In fact, she sucked at every sport and every physical activity. If it wasn’t an intellectual pursuit with a book, she sucked at it.

      As a result of this suckitude, the once carefree blob slapped its slimy, mildly warm body against her face. It tasted remotely of strawberries, a fascinating discovery were it not a living, growling entity preparing to bite her nose with its illustrated mouth. She reacted without due thought, throwing it to the side.

      She turned back to her evil, no-good, soon-to-be-fairy-paste helper in time to catch the blue blob. It, too, didn’t seem to appreciate being lobbed around in a not-so-fun game of hot potato and did its best to bite her arm.

      She dropped it and danced away. “Stop it!”

      “Losers need help. I help!” Apology Thirteen shouted, heaving the last blob. “Fight or die. Sink or swim. Act act act!” She launched the blob.

      Sarah dodged the flying monster, dodged herself right into a thicket, wiry branches scraping her side. She pushed herself out and confessed, once again, and likely to no avail, “I don’t want to kill them!”

      She might be strange, but growing up, all the other kids in elementary school would burn the legs off of ants and grasshoppers with magnifying glasses. Well, she was on team insect. Even got detention for burning a kid named Erik.

      The moral of this untimely flashback? Killing friendly monsters was a no-go, nonnegotiable.

      “They monsters,” her fairy said, exasperated. “You fight, you kill, or you die!”

      A pink blob slammed against Sarah’s back. She took three uneven steps forward into the clearing, proud of the fact she didn’t—for once in her life—face plant it. A second blob bit her leg with its grammy gums.

      Cute.

      Except . . . it hurt. Like a lot? A lot, a lot!

      She shrieked and kicked the thing off of her, tearing her robe and revealing lacerations along her leg, lacerations that didn’t bleed as one would expect; they glowed a silvery white.

      A -3 in red slipped out of her leg and floated up past her face, mere inches away. When she touched it, the number dissolved like smoke dissipating.

      Light and colors coalesced above her, forming into a green bar. Above the bar in white text was her . . . name? and additional information.

      
        
        ¤ Sarah [47/50hp]

        × Human · Lvl. 1

      

      

      “What the . . .” she whispered. It was like a video game. She was certainly not a gamer nerd by any definition. In fact, she had only played Pikmin and Rayman Legends. Oh, and Mario, of course Mario. And a bit of Mario Kart, just enough to get gold trophies on all of the maps and speeds.

      Was she inside a game?

      “Watch out!” Apology Thirteen yelled.

      Sarah jumped back, dodging the blue blob, which seemed stronger than the pink ones. Its illustrated face had angled eyebrows, its mouth bent into a frown.

      So maybe they weren’t that cute and helpless after all? They certainly didn’t want a belly rub from her. If anything, they wanted a succulent limb to gnaw on.

      This officially elevated their status from cute and friendly to cute and unfriendly. And if this was like a video game, was killing a monster so bad?

      With that thought, she scurried back to her dropped stick, grabbed it, then twisted around in time to bat a pink blob—one launched by her helpful fairy—out of the air.

      The monster made an Eeek! sound. It plopped to the ground where it quickly rolled away but not before gaining its own health bar and a -2 in red text.

      
        
        ¤ Pink Slime [8/10hp]

        × Lesser Amorphous Fighter · Lvl. 1

      

      

      “Good good. Do it again!” Apology Thirteen yelled, zipping around a tree in search of the next slime—apparently not blob—to throw.

      The Blue Slime hopped three times away, then spun back and started vibrating. The surface of its body shifted like alternating sound waves.

      The Pink Slime with full health charged.

      Alright, fine!

      Sarah tightened her grip on the stick. She didn’t want to fight the cute slimes of death, but she’d kick and bash and show everyone who was boss.

      As it turned out, the empirical answer to that implied question was . . . the slimes.

      This all served as a quick reminder as to why she had never pursued sports in the first place. Instead of kicking the slime, she kicked the ground. Her big toe complained with a loud popping noise. And instead of bashing the slime over its squishy little head, she—somehow—managed to slam the dry piece of wood against her shin.

      She screamed and hopped and blinked back tears. Of course, all of this was on top of the Pink Slime biting her other leg and the Blue Slime launching something that looked like an icicle at her chest.

      It hit!

      She stumbled backward, hand grasping the blade of ice that had punctured her robe, punctured her skin, and was doing who-knew-what to her very precious organs.

      A chilling cold pulsed into her chest. Flakes of frost started to spread. She pulled on it, sucking air through her teeth. It hurt more than being shot!

      This was not a fun game at all!

      The Pink Slime on her leg shook left and right, growling a high-pitched sound while digging its impossibly sharp jelly teeth into her leg.

      Sarah pulled the icicle free and slammed it into the slime. The evil thing broke away, rolling and bouncing beyond a fluffy green bush.

      After three seconds, all of the pain evaporated. She drew in a seething breath. Never once in her prior pacifist life had she wanted to physically hurt something as much as she did at that moment.

      Her stupid fairy was right.

      Fight or die.

      There were animal instincts buried deep below all of her knowledge, all of her studying and growing up in a civilized society that taught how violence was not the answer. But right now, violence was the answer.

      Her health was down to 37/50.

      The Pink Slimes circled. The Blue Slime started vibrating again, an icicle—long and dangerously sharp—forming inside it.

      Sarah dashed to the side behind a wide tree just as another icicle shot across the clearing and shattered on the tree’s bark.

      She caught a Pink Slime unprepared and slammed her crappy stick down on it, over and over, beating it into the ground. With each hit, the monster squeaked a pathetic noise that, in any other moment of her life, would have unleashed the floodgates of guilt-ridden tears.

      After the fifth or sixth attack, the slime stopped moving. Its eyes turned into Xs. A silvery-white substance seeped out of all the ragged gashes across its body and enveloped it. A second later, it dispersed to flakes of light that ascended skyward.

      Something popped out and hovered in the air within a bubble.

      Sarah stopped, breathless, sweat trickling down the sides of her face, her heart galloping, urging her to act and not pause to reflect on what she had just done or what this floating thing was.

      She ran around the tree and charged the Blue Slime. An icicle launched out of it, slicing into her thigh. Ice cold agony ricocheted up her femur and into her hip.

      She crashed to the dirt, dislodging the new shard of ice, and slid across forest debris, a whimper stuck in her throat.

      Again . . . within seconds, the pain vanished. She rolled just as another icicle launched at her face, piercing the ground instead.

      The remaining Pink Slime charged.

      She sat up and slammed her stick across the side of the slime so hard the stick snapped in half. The force of the attack sent the gelatinous monster rolling until it smacked into the base of a tree.

      She pushed herself to her feet, sidestepped another icicle that only promised seconds of totally-not-fun agony, crossed the distance to the obnoxious Blue Slime, and shoved her stick through it while screaming something like a war cry, something that evoked a sense of strength deep within her and pushed her past her innate fear.

      The wood pierced all the way through the slime and into the ground. Tiny frozen crystals spread out beneath it.

      The slime thrashed and thrashed, trying to escape its anchor, and in doing so, took more damage until it solidified into a block of ice and shattered, releasing flakes of silvery-white essence.

      The last slime returned with a vengeance. It shot across the clearing, rolling. Its face appeared after every rotation like an enraged flip book.

      Sarah yanked her frozen stick free before the slime bounced and rammed into her chest, knocking her to her back.

      The monster immediately jumped and solidified, changing into what looked very much like the biggest pink sapphire she had ever seen. It landed with force far greater than physically possible.

      She exhaled sharply, a dense pain coiling in her chest. Her lungs refused to work, leaving her gasping for air while her ribs cracked under the continuous pressure.

      Out of sheer desperation alone, she jabbed her frozen stick against the hardened slime, chipping pieces away until the entire thing turned white and dispersed.

      She gasped, lungs finally working again. She laid there, every muscle, every sense, every emotion twisting into a ball of tension that was ready to act and react, ready to survive.

      “Good good!” Apology Thirteen said, fluttering overhead. “Not loser. Winner winner chicken dinner. I choose best. I be—”

      Sarah slammed her stick against the fairy, taking the little woman by surprise and sending her tumbling through the air. Her body slapped the hard bark of a tree, covering it in fairy dust.

      “Never do that again!” Sarah yelled. “You almost got me killed. I-I . . . wasn’t ready. I . . .” she trailed off.

      Apology Thirteen fell forward. Her body flopped to the ground. Her wings started to dissolve into fragments of light like the monsters had . . . before dying.

      Sarah stared in horror. Pinpricks tingled up her neck. She rushed over, hands shaking, not knowing what to do. All of that bundled-up guilt of beating the life out of cute monsters burst out as tears. She gently picked up her fairy, doing her best not to cause any more damage.

      “Strong. . . .” Apology Thirteen said with a weak smile before vanishing to a wave of silvery-white light and ascending skyward.

      “No,” Sarah whispered, her throat contracting. There was a dense pain in her chest, a pain that grew as her awareness of what she had done grew. This was a type of pain that didn’t go away after a few seconds.

      Now she was all alone. She killed the only person that was implicitly on her side. Killed! How could she kill anyone or anything? She had never killed before. . . .

      Is this truly heaven?

      Something snagged her sixth sense. She jumped to her feet, fists out as if ready to kill again. What was wrong with her?

      “Fairy killer!” said a tiny voice.

      She snapped her attention to a half dozen fairies standing on a branch above. Their mouths hung ajar; their eyes, alarmed; and one portly fellow, oblivious to the others, shoved handfuls of something from a bucket into his mouth, his lips stained orange.

      They flinched, obviously not wanting to be the subject of her attention. In a burst of erratic activity, they jumped from the branch and flew away.

      “Come back!” she yelled. “It was an accident! I didn’t mean to hurt her. I . . .” But what else could she say? What could she do? There was no rewind, no take-backs, no undoing her sudden and violent reaction.

      The portly fairy, now finding himself alone and mildly confused, shared a long and silent stare with her. He belched, dropped his bucket, which turned into flakes of color, and flew off.

      Sarah stood there for a time, arms hugging her chest, the world a blurry mess. She sniffed and breathed and replayed the events in an attempt to punish herself.

      Apology Thirteen was no saint. She was so . . . obnoxious and, and dangerous and, and— But she didn’t deserve to die! That was the crux of the matter.

      A slow, languid movement caught her eye. She tensed until recognition ignited in her brain. It was the bubble that had sprung out of the first slime she killed. It shifted up and down, seemingly tethered to where it had first appeared.

      She wiped her eyes.

      Part of her—a big part of her—didn’t want anything to do with this heaven, this world, this competition to entertain a bored god. But another part of her was curious.

      She was always curious, which was why she loved the library so much. All of the answers to all of the questions existed somewhere on a shelf, waiting to be discovered.

      She walked up to the bubble, its thin walls refracting sunlight, giving it a glossy rainbow appearance. Trapped within was a ring with a yellow gemstone. She reached out a finger and poked the bubble. It popped, and the ring fell into her other hand.

      She looked at it for a very long moment, gears grinding in her head. In video games, killing monsters sometimes dropped loot.

      Is this loot?

      It was a simple ring, the gemstone small and basic. Game items typically granted some form of benefit. What benefit could this ring provide?

      It didn’t come with an instruction manual, but holding it between her fingers gave off the tiniest of vibrations. She slipped it onto her ring finger, a bolt of anticipation zinging its way through her.

      Nothing happened.

      Nothing as in, no magical third arm, no sudden ability to breathe fire, no sense of protection or armor or shield. Then again, what would such a thing feel like?

      The chest the slimes had been guarding was now sitting all by its lonesome in the middle of the clearing. Sunlight glinted off its metallic slats that reinforced the wood. The lock hung open.

      Seeing it sitting there, its unclaimed treasure waiting, instigated a duel of convictions. Her angel and devil played to her conscience, whispering their words of guidance.

      The truth of the matter was that she didn’t want to die. Maybe it was just human nature or living nature. What form of life welcomed death?

      No . . . she may not deserve this eternal life, this persistence in heaven, but she would fight to survive, nonetheless.

      She crossed to the chest and grabbed the lock. It immediately burst into flakes of gold before fading. The lid opened on its own, and two items, trapped in bubbles, sprang into the air.

      The first bubble seemed to contain a miniature set of clothing, designed for a tiny doll or a . . . fairy. The second bubble held an equally small club made of bone.

      Not the best of loot. . . .

      She popped them anyway, and they materialized, much like the ring. Unlike the ring, however, they grew several dozen times larger than they had appeared.

      Sarah jumped back, narrowly avoiding a painful pedicure by club. The items landed hard in the dirt, and the chest shifted away to flakes of various colors matching the wood and metal.

      The green clothes weren’t clothes as you’d expect them to be. They had formed into an odd squished-down rectangle like folded clothes that had been shoved into one of those vacuum bags.

      She picked it up. An icon of a shield glowed in the top left corner. It hovered above the material like her health bar, which, she realized, was no longer there.

      “Well, new clothes would be nice,” she said to no one in particular. The robe was far better than galavanting in the woods naked, but it wasn’t the most practical of wardrobe choices. Long strips of torn material revealed it wouldn’t hold up well to much more fighting.

      But . . . how did she wear this squished down concoction of clothing?

      The thought triggered something as if her intent spoke to the item itself. The material changed. The greens turned to a luminescent white that gathered into a tiny sphere and shot into her chest!

      She staggered backward, nearly falling over. Why did everything shoot at her? Stupid bullets, stupid icicles, and stupid glowing spheres!

      At least this one didn’t hurt.

      All it did was . . .

      Her clothing had changed. More than just a shirt and pants, it was everything. She had a green hood, a white long-sleeved shirt, trousers and belt, and black shoes made of some sort of leather.

      She grinned.

      It’s like magic!

      And everything fit perfectly. She was a wizard, destined for House Hufflepuff. Now she just needed one of those bright and colorful cool-kids-only scarves.

      Heavy breathing wrenched her attention from the small miracle of dressing herself with a mere thought.

      She sprang toward the bone club and snatched it from the ground, whipping around to face the direction the sound was coming from. It wasn’t like she wanted to kill anything else, but anything wanting to kill her had to be fair game.

      She drew in a settling breath, reinforcing her will to stand her ground. This was all very new, untried, alien behavior on her part. But this was heaven; she was dead. If that wasn’t cause to make changes in her life, then nothing would.

      Twigs snapped, and leaves rustled. Then it appeared, wild and frenzied.
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      Sarah . . . lowered her club.

      It was the guy. The guy. The indecisive guy, the guy who got all of those people killed, and the guy who nearly got her killed but then saved her life.

      He stared at her with wide eyes, little white scrapes glowing on his cheeks, covered in broken twigs and leaves and sharp little burs.

      “Run!” he yelled, sprinting past her, his brown robes fluttering behind him, torn in a dozen different places.

      She didn’t need a polite and formal golden-ticket invitation to register the panic in his voice and accept the command for what it was: a desperate urging to move it.

      She ran after him, noting that running didn’t feel so absolutely, body-jarringly terrible. It certainly helped that she now had shoes. But this was more than cushioned soles and arch support. This was . . . her, a stronger, more able her.

      The guy staggered from tree to tree, huffing and puffing, clearly pushed to his physical limits by fear or a healthy sense of self-preservation. And—gosh darn it—such things were contagious!

      They ran for a few minutes before he broke through a tight cropping of trees and bushes, stumbled forward, and stopped near the edge of a cliff.

      “Shit,” he swore through his teeth. “Shit shit shit.” He paced the ten or so foot section of land between the long drop and the trees, fingers digging into his black hair.

      “What’s back there?” she asked in a whisper, surprised to find she wasn’t out of breath. “What are we running from?”

      The guy dashed back to the trees and spread their branches, peeking through to see if they were still being followed. Sweat dripped from his chin.

      “Tell me!” Sarah said in an urgent whisper. Not knowing why someone was panicking was panic-inducing in and of itself. She clenched her jaw, her body wanting to run for the first time in its life.

      The guy drew in a deep, shaky breath. He released the branches and walked back to the ledge, clearly not afraid of heights.

      From where they stood, the valley expanded outward, up to the very edges of the world, where it continued beyond only as sky.

      An orange line curved across the land. It looked like a piece of a circle, a circle that seemed to be moving, contracting. Or maybe that was an illusion?

      The sun arched to one side, coloring the clouds in a wash of light pink. It was a warning that night was approaching far quicker than she had expected.

      “The . . . others,” the guy finally said between breaths. He flicked his eyes to her, then back to the expanse of land below, “they’re killing each other.”

      “What!”

      “Shhh! They’ll hear you.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “It’s obvious, ain’t it? Only so many people can be saved. They’re removing the competition so they can live forever.”

      “But,” she said, trying to find the right words to convey just how terribly wrong that was, “that-that’s evil.”

      “Tell that to them,” he said, using the sleeve of his robe to dry his face.

      “This is heaven. You can’t be evil in heaven,” she said, but then thought of her own actions. She killed monsters—okay, that was probably fine—but she also killed her fairy, killed Apology Thirteen.

      If evil couldn’t exist in heaven, why was she still running around playing Hunger Games? If evil couldn’t exist, Gameus—or a legion of angels—would drag her into hell, should it exist. Or that sea of souls place.

      The guy looked at her and shrugged.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, sick of always thinking of him as The Guy.

      “Tod,” he said slowly, brows pinched in confusion. “I . . . can’t seem to remember my last name. What about you?”

      “Really? I’m Sarah K-k-ke . . .” She trailed off, digging deep into her memories, deep into who she was. She found fragments of memories over her lifetime with small details removed.

      “Amnesia?” she asked.

      “It’s gotta be that place,” he said. “The Primordial Sea of Souls. We lost a piece of ourselves there before the Soul Watchers saved us.”

      The mere notion of losing pieces of herself should, unequivocally, cause great distress, but it just didn’t seem that important for some reason.

      Maybe it had something to do with being pursued by insane people wanting to kill them.

      Yes, quite possibly, that was it.

      She then had a brilliant idea concerning their current predicament. “Let’s team up,” she said with a smile. “If those maniacs are grouping up, we should form our own group and find people to join us. Safety in numbers.”

      “Yeah? Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.”

      Something beyond the trees thumped thumped thumped its way toward their little hidden ledge.

      Tod straightened and clenched his jaw. He pointed to his lips and then searched the ground, evidently looking for a weapon: a stick, a rock.

      Sarah held her bone club at the ready and tried to swallow the knot that had formed in her throat. Her pulse pounded a rhythmic beat in her ears.

      Killing monsters was one thing but killing people? How could anyone expect her to hurt someone? She wasn’t a fighter or a soldier.

      She needed a nice hole to hide in, a hole away from all the crazies in this world. That would be prime option number one. But there were no holes. There were trees on one side and a jagged cliff on the other. Talk about cliché!

      Tod’s eyes were bulging. He took a slow step backward, having found nothing that could be used as a weapon. He seemed more comfortable with the idea of diving off the cliff than he did at facing whoever was following them.

      The thumping of footsteps had slowed just beyond the cluster of trees. Maybe they wouldn’t find this spot. Then again, maybe they were tracking footprints in the dirt. She should have swept the ground with a branch or something!

      So this was what it felt like to be trapped, to be faced with a predator that crept closer and closer to inevitability. She didn’t want to fight stupid maniacs, but she didn’t want to die either.

      A low humming broke the silence. It was met with another—a guttural sound—implying that there were at least two of them.

      The branches shook. Sarah tensed. Her grip tightened on her bludgeoning weapon, truly hoping it would be enough to discourage any needless conflict.

      More movement, then out popped three . . .

      “Giant mushrooms?” she asked.

      They screamed! It was such a high-pitched, glass-breaking sound that she nearly dropped her club in an attempt to cover her ears.

      The unpleasant, grating, terrible-terrible sound lasted way-too-gosh-darn long and, somehow, only a few seconds.

      The mushrooms—sharing similar features to the slimes—stood about two feet tall, were mostly white, and had black ink expressions on their stalks, expressions that were pinched in annoyance.

      Tod sucked in a breath as if surfacing from the deep-dark-depths of the ocean, filling his lungs with the sweet taste of air.

      “That was you?” she asked, incredulous, eyeing the man who had somehow trapped a banshee inside of himself.

      “I’m allergic!” he yelled, taking a step back. “One touch, and I’ll puff up like a balloon.”

      “Do you float?”

      “I’m being serious! I don’t have my EpiPen with me. This so-called heaven has turned my nightmares into a reality. What heaven does that?”

      The leading mushroom, bigger than the other two, glared at Tod. Its mouth changed into a grumbling line. It started to shake, releasing purple spores to hover below its gills.

      Sarah reacted immediately. They were monsters. It didn’t matter how cute their cartoonish expressions made them out to be; monsters were monsters. Fight or die. She lunged forward and swung her bone club down.

      One of the smaller mushrooms jumped out in front, taking the blow to the head. Its body slapped the ground, releasing a -4 to slip skyward. Its health and information materialized.

      
        
        ¤ Ven Toadi [9/13hp]

        × Fungi Fighter · Lvl. 1

      

      

      The mushroom swayed left and right, its eyes now swirling lines. The blow to its head had stunned it.

      Rightfully, this demanded a swift reenactment of the assaulting attack. Sarah, not one to waste a golden opportunity, obliged. Her club clobbered the dazed monster, producing a larger, brighter -8 than the other damage number.

      A critical hit?

      She then kicked it—actually kicked it, instead of the ground—and it rolled a few feet before dispersing into silvery-white flakes.

      This abrupt display of violence against the fungi kingdom prompted an equally abrupt, violent response. The leading Ven Toadi launched a swarm of purple spores at her, likely finding her to be the bigger threat.

      Sarah swung her club through the cloud of spores in an attempt to disperse them. The club made a whoosh sound, deflecting hundreds of thousands of them, which would sound mighty impressive if there weren’t millions of the microscopic things.

      They crashed into her chest, the force shoving her back two steps. A -2 in white leapt out of her, and a surge of fiery ice shot down into her legs, out to her arms, and up her neck.

      She slapped at her chest and danced. Pinpricks of cold sweat tingled and itched from everywhere, releasing a slow trickle of purple -1s.

      Her health bar information reappeared. It wasn’t green like before. It was now purple to match the damage numbers, displaying her total health as 48/50.

      Poison. . .?

      Sarah drew in an anxious breath. She had never been poisoned before. Sick, of course, but never poisoned. It held a tingling sense of similarity.

      Her lungs felt scratchy. Her stomach fought against a sense of nausea. The saliva beneath her tongue turned hot, and her lips tingled.

      She was going to throw up.

      Of all the things she abhorred most in the world, nothing was worse than throwing up. But this was heaven! There shouldn’t be sickness. There shouldn’t be pain or fear or worry either.

      The leading mushroom released another puff of purple particles to linger in the air. It was completely ignoring Tod, who had started to sneak back toward the trees, probably to find some sort of weapon to help.

      Sarah clenched her jaw shut, willing the nausea away. What would she even throw up? It wasn’t like she had eaten anything since being revived.

      The mushroom jumped and head-banged the air, firing off another stream of spores at her.

      This time—as a person quite capable of learning from stupid, stupid mistakes—she dashed to the side instead of trying to deflect the attack. This was all well and good except for the fact that there was more than one mushroom.

      As soon as she dodged the attack, the second mushroom sprang forward and crashed into her side, releasing another cloud of purple. The little -1s leaking out of her turned into little -2s.

      She used her bone club like a baseball bat. The off-white weapon blurred and whistled through the air. The poisonous miniature monster—who had the audacity to use her as a springboard—quickly propelled itself backward and away.

      But not fast enough.

      The mushroom made a Puh! sound when its delicate face greeted the club. The force of the hit wasn’t in the ballpark of a home run, but it was enough to send the critter flying clear off the cliff, its eyes wide circles, its voice now a humming tune of surprise that quieted with distance.

      Sarah turned and immediately dove to the side in an attempt to roll away from another stream of purple spores. Of course, her stupid feet—in their natural state of confusion—tangled beneath her, and she bellyflopped the hard ground.

      This wasn’t the first time she had attempted to be dextrous and instead found herself in the painful position of stomach to ground. It was, however, the first time such a maneuver didn’t result in any form of pain.

      Tod was standing in the corner, opening and clenching his fists, stuck in the perilous decision-making process of fight or flight, still without any visible weapon.

      The mushroom launched itself forward in a flip and pounded the ground right where she was if she hadn’t rolled at the last second.

      Sarah might have dodged the attack, but more of those spores burst out around her. The purple -2s changed into -3s, and her health had dropped to 27/50.

      She started to push herself to her feet but felt so incredibly heavy. Her muscles shook. Her lungs rasped, closing off a little more with each breath. All she could hear was her anxious pulse pounding in an erratic effort to give her the strength to persevere.

      The mushroom had bounced back to its original position. It wiggled and scrunched its stalk, its illustrated face showing determination. Then it launched itself again.

      Sarah shoved her hand against the dirt and rocks. The force of it slid across the surface in lieu of pushing her back. Instinct took over, and she cradled her head, eyes pinched shut.

      A high-pitched banshee’s wail cut the air.

      She peeked to find that Tod had appeared behind the mushroom, catching it midair in a bear hug.

      “Kill it!” he squeaked.

      She—gasping for breath, sweat in her eyes, the world spinning, trails of snot down her face—willed herself off the ground with every ounce of remaining strength and slammed her bone club down on the monster’s head.

      Just like the first mushroom, this one smacked the ground, eyes becoming spiraling lines. She attacked it, again and again, her arms weak, muscles burning, snot flying.

      The mushroom bled a silvery white that enveloped it and dispersed into an array of shimmering light that signaled the end of the encounter.

      She half expected victory music to play and the riches of loot to rain down around them. Instead, she collapsed.

      The smooth, cool, somewhat snot-slimed rock against her cheek felt nice. It helped quell the storm of pain in her head. She closed her eyes because maybe slipping away like this was okay.

      “Shit!” Tod screeched. He sounded different, further away. He was saying something she couldn’t quite hear, his voice wobbling in and out.

      She cracked open an eyelid. Her purple health bar had drained to 13/50. Interestingly enough, Tod also had a health bar, one that revealed the same vibrant hue as hers.

      He was holding something yellow. A vial?

      She tried to sit up, but the world spun. She grabbed the ground, doing her best to stop it from moving. And then the worst imaginable thing happened:

      She vomited.

      No no no . . . this wasn’t vomit. At least, not any normal vomit. There were no chunks of undigested food and the sloshing of disgusting liquids carrying the taste of yuck. This vomit was a great outpouring of spores.

      She was a dragon expelling a vaporous poison cloud. It escaped her gaping mouth, a torrent of purple that crashed against the ground and split off toward the sides.

      Tod took a few steps back, only his bare feet visible with little nicks of silvery-white scratches.

      After a few seconds, the spores were gone.

      Sarah sucked in a deep breath of fresh, invigorating air. Relief flooded through her for the simple ability to breathe again. It was the tiniest of things, this ability to breathe, a thing that was often taken for granted.

      All of her aches and pains and headache and everything else that had tried its darnedest to manifest misery within her was gone. She stood with ease and grinned.

      “Are you okay?” Tod asked, looking a mixture of concerned and something else that tugged at his features. He no longer had a visible health bar.

      “I think so,” she said, noting how her health bar had changed from purple to red, probably because it was mostly empty. It gained a health point every few seconds.

      The important thing, however, was that they won! And if they won against the terrible and obnoxiously cute monsters, there should be loot—a small golden chest somewhere waiting to reveal its treasures—back from where they had come.

      But . . . Wait just a gosh-darn minute. They weren’t running from mushrooms. They were running from crazy, out-of-their-minds-evil people, people that could very well still be back there.

      As if on cue—as if determined to make real her every thought and worry—something crashed through the bushes. Or not a something, a young man wielding a rusty dagger.

      He had short blond hair, tan skin, and angry blue eyes planted on an angry resolute face. He wasn’t dressed in the typical brown robe. He wore a white shirt and blue jeans.

      Without a second’s worth of hesitation, he sprang forward and drove his dagger into Tod’s stomach.

      It all happened so fast. She watched, wide-eyed and frozen. Tod grunted and shoved his assailant away. A -4 in red materialized.

      “Get on outa here!” the young man yelled in a nasal voice, shaking his dagger out in front. “Won’t be lettin’ ya touch this here pretty lady again. En just so help me I—”

      Out of nowhere, a most familiar-looking bone club cracked against the side of the young man’s head. Sarah, holding the handle of said bone club, jerked at her automatic, violent reaction.

      Again. . . .

      But! But . . . he was here to kill them!

      Wasn’t he?

      The young man flopped backward, crashing into the branches, one eye pinched, a hand pressed against his skull, mouthing, Ow ow ow ow! He looked up, betrayal and confusion twisting his features.

      A fairy woman with purple wings fluttered overhead. “You dumb dumb!” she yelled. “No deserve help. Baaad woman!”

      “Oh!” Sarah grimaced. “I am so . . . I didn’t— I thought you were one of them.”

      “Dem?” the young man asked. He stopped rubbing his head and stood, the pain evidently gone. “Ain’t know nuh’n bout dem. Jus’ heard a woman screamin’ is all.” He motioned to her. “En came fast as I could.”

      “A woman?” she asked, then looked at Tod and made a prolonged Ohhh sound.

      “I do not sound like a woman!” Tod said.

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “I don’t!” he repeated, voice squeaking.

      The fairy pulled her knees to her chest and laughed, rocking left and right in the air. “Girly girl girl. No sound like man. Sound like girl!”

      Tod balled his fists and glowered.

      Sarah turned her attention to the new guy. “What’s your name?”

      “Who me? I’m Virgil,” he said, hooking a thumb at his chest and grinning. “En you. . .?”

      “Sarah, and that’s Tod.”

      “Well now,” Virgil said, rubbing a hand on his blue jeans and ignoring Tod, “pleased to make yer acquaintance.” He held out his hand, and they shook.

      He then pointed at her and whispered, “Not to cause ya any distress ma’am, but’cha got a little somethin’ on yer face.”

      “I do?” she said, touching her cheek. Yes, she very will did: dry and crusty dirt-brown snot. She rubbed it off immediately.

      Virgil chuckled. “Oh, don’tcha be embarrassed. I like girls with a bit of dirt on ‘em! But hey, tell me somethin’. You play ball, don’tcha?”

      “Ball?”

      “Yeah, yeah. With bats en gloves en pitchers en things. Or ya play with the bigger ball.”

      “Softball?”

      “Yeah, that! I knew it.”

      Sarah laughed. “I don’t play softball.”

      “Really? Ya gotta pro swing, ya do. Maybe ya forgot. It happens, ya know?”

      “I think I’d remember that. But no, I’ve never really played sports.”

      “Well that be a cryin’ shame if ya asked me.”

      “No one did,” Tod said flatly. “We’ve got to get out of here. If mister aggravated assault heard us, others probably did as well.”

      Virgil, with an unimpressed look on his face, considered Tod. “I reckon everyone heard’ja. En so what if they did?”

      “There’s a group killing people,” Sarah said.

      “Huh? Nah . . . nah, ya got that wrong. Ain’t seen anythin’ like that.”

      “It-it’s a small group,” Tod said. “I don’t care if you believe me. We’re going.”

      “Virgil should come with us,” Sarah said.

      Tod frowned.

      “Safer together, right?” she asked. “We agreed on this before. Besides, he has a weapon.”

      “Yeah, Toad,” Virgil said, “I’ve got a weapon. What’cha got? Maybe ya scream at all dem monsters. Show dem who’s boss.” He grinned and caught Sarah’s eye, then faltered. “Eh, sorry. Screamin’ can be useful, eh?”

      “Fine,” Tod said, spitting the word out. “And it’s Tod unless you want me to call you Virgin.”

      “Ain’t gonna bother me, Toad.”

      “Guys,” Sarah said, shaking her head.

      “Ha! We’re jus’ havin’ a little fun. Ain’t we Toady? Anyways, I was lookin’ for resources when I heard you two . . . err, fightin’ en all. My helper say there are chests all over here.”

      “Yes yes!” the fairy said, clearly excited to be included. “Fancy big chests. I show. You find goodies. You prepare! Nighttime scary, need resources!”

      Virgil shoved up against a comb of springy branches, opening the way. “Guess I might could party up with ya. More the merrier. En the day ain’t lastin’ long if ya seein’ what I’m seein’.”

      “No last, no!” the fairy said.

      Sarah pushed through the opening, cautiously watching for anyone that might be eager to jump out from behind a tree. “Does your fairy know where the chests are?”

      “Of course!” the fairy shouted. “I show, I show.” She zipped off into a new direction, leaving a trail of shimmering dust to follow.

      Virgil stepped through and released the branches, which snapped back in place.

      “Ouch!” Tod screeched. He shoved through the thicket and glared at Virgil. “You don’t seem like a team player, Virgin.”

      “Ah, my bad! Totes ma goats, forgot you were with us. Best behavior from here on out. Pinky swear if you’d like?”

      “I’m not pinky swearing with you.”

      Virgil shrugged. “Best way to keep someone honest, honestly.”

      “No, the best way is to have them sign a contract.”

      “Ha! I pegged you good: sissy boy lawyer. Alright, alrighty right. Present your fancy-schmancy paper, and I’ll give you my autograph.”

      “I don’t have a contract!”

      “Then pinky promise?”

      Tod glared for three solid seconds, mumbled something about verbal agreements, then held out his pinky.

      “Ya dumber than rocks!” Virgil yelled and laughed. “I ain’t swearing nothin’. Most fun I’ve had in days.”

      Sarah rolled her eyes and followed the fairy.

      Virgil caught up and asked, “So where’s yer winged helper, Sarah? And yers, Toady McToadstool?”

      She looked to Tod and his total lack of a fairy. It hadn’t even occurred to her that he was even missing one, not with her missing hers.

      “My fairy?” Tod asked. “He . . . uh . . . abandoned me.”

      “No no no!” Virgil’s fairy said, zipping back into conversational range. “Fairy no abandon Chosen. Abandon Chosen en lose. No fairy want to lose.”

      “What can I say? This one did.”

      The fairy watched him for a moment, suspicion narrowing her eyes. She then turned in the air and regarded Sarah.

      “Mine?” she asked, swallowing the sudden pang of guilt that was trying to crawl up her throat. She glanced between the three of them and bit her lip. Telling the truth might alienate her from her new allies. But she was a terrible liar. . . .

      “Mine,” she said again, “died.” She then quickly added, “It was an accident! I . . . didn’t mean to hit her so hard.”

      And there it was, out in the open for all to know: she had killed her fairy; she was a murderous, evil, no-good person, just like those who were trying to kill the other contestants.

      “Ho! Wowzers,” Virgil said, “you killed yer own fairy? Why on earth would ya go en do somethin’ like that?”

      “She was throwing monsters at me! And when I barely survived, I . . . I . . . reacted. I didn’t mean to.”

      “Ha! Dumb fairy,” the fairy said. “Who, who?”

      “Dumb. . .? She was Apology Thirteen.”

      “Hahaha! Me, Apology Twelve. She be friend. Best friend! You killed best friend!”

      “I’m so, so sorry, I—”

      “Hahaha!”

      “Stop laughing!”

      “She dumb to die to human! So dumb!”

      “How can say that? She died!”

      “Died, yes. So sad.” She shrugged. “Come back later, yes.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes yes! Have divinity. Death not death. Death only break. She be back. I tease her. Thanks!”

      Sarah felt a surge of relief. But then there was the unsaid truth lingering between the fairy’s words, a truth that had started to feel all too real:

      This amazing, magical world was careless about death and danger. It was all a game to them because they had a divinity; they could come back to life. But she . . . couldn’t.
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      As math would clearly illustrate—and as the world was steeped in mathematical logic—it made sense that three was better than one.

      Go figure.

      Sarah, impromptu leader of their impromptu party, had followed the guidance of Apology Twelve. They raided camp after camp of monsters guarding precious, life-saving loot.

      There were happy golden stars that fired flaming hot sunbeams, happy flowers with razor-blade-sharp petals, and happy jumping rocks that, apparently—by Tod’s account—were all too skilled at breaking toes.

      In truth, all monsters were happy-go-lucky, cute little demons that, when provoked—literally by anything: singing (Tod), standing too close (Tod), and yawning (Tod . . .)—were all too happy to be villainous, evil, nasty things worth smashing.

      Well . . . not all of them. Perhaps the hardest monster to crush, kill, and destroy were the Star Trek’esque fluff balls of cuteness. Unlike Tribbles, however, these had the same illustrated faces all daytime monsters had, faces that pouted and cried and screamed bloody murder as they were beaten to a shimmering-white pulp.

      The fluff balls were the only monsters that didn’t attack or do anything nasty at all. And . . . to make it worse, their parting gifts—their loot, if you could call it that—were fancy cards with red glitter and ribbons that read I [heart] you and Be my valentine.

      This place was weird, morbid, messed up.

      Or perhaps they were the ones who were messed up, slaughtering anything they could find to help them survive. In a matter of an hour, they had turned into murderhobos. It was a term Virgil used, one that Tod explained as being indiscriminate, unconscionable killers for loot.

      But . . . this was survival.

      Sarah could instead be sentimental, guilt-ridden, and eventually tossed back into the Primordial Sea of Souls, or she could fight and live, even if it meant clobbering all the cute things.

      She decided on the latter.

      Apology Thirteen would be proud.

      In any case, every piece of loot went into their party loot pool, distributed to whoever needed it the most. They found armor, weapons, and rings.

      It also now made sense what an Interface was. Fairies—in place of the mythical soul devices all non-temporary citizens of Olindale received—provided details on . . . everything.

      Apology Twelve could draw the information into the air, similar to how health bars and names appeared: floating text and color.

      Sarah’s ring, the one with a yellow gemstone, had real, actual stats like a game item. And those stats accounted for the changes in herself she had felt: her ability to run and dodge and fight in ways she wouldn’t have in real life.

      
        
        ¤ Cheler Ring

        × Rare Ring · Lvl. 4

        » Durability: 79/82

        ·

        « Effects

        » +2 to Dexterity

        » +10 to Stamina

      

      

      Apparently, everyone and every monster had stats or what the guys were calling a character sheet. Unfortunately, without her fairy, she couldn’t see her stats, only the stats of her items.

      Her armor—¤ Basic Green Hood—didn’t provide any special effects other than 30ap, which meant armor points. They were similar to health points—based on the item’s durability—but didn’t heal, needing a repair instead. It currently had 19/30ap and explained all the white damage numbers.

      Her trusty weapon—¤ Krik Bone Club—did 2-4 damage and had 14/17 durability. Whenever an item lost all of its durability, it died like any living entity would, turning to a scattering of colored flakes and vanishing.

      Virgil and Tom claimed all the other loot drops they had found. Some of it was rated as uncommon. One item was a rare dagger that had a purple sheen to its metal.

      Sarah didn’t mind. . . . Not really, really. They were the front-liners of this team, and she, the tactical strategist. It made perfect sense that they would get the nice gear as it would allow them to tackle harder challenges for better rewards.

      It was just a gorgeous dagger. Purple and red were her favorite colors, after all. Pfft, she was being silly. Before today, wanting a weapon would have been so incredibly out-of-this-world alien.

      No. No no no no. She wasn’t a fighter. Nope. She was a bookworm. Big difference, that. Which was why she currently knelt behind a bush, waiting for her meticulously-pieced-together plan to be carried out swiftly and professionally. . . .

      “Shit shit shit!” Tod screamed in his high-pitched, squeaky voice as he ran from a throng of upset giant cherries.

      Sarah sighed.

      What part of attracting two or three did the guy not understand? Now he was running from a good dozen of the overly-eager-to-explode cherries with angry illustrated faces.

      He jumped and grabbed a thick tee branch, swinging his legs up and away from the monsters who were making tiny barking noises. Even with his new set of black leather armor, the idiot probably wouldn’t survive this.

      “Help!” Tod yelled, looking about for his allies. The branch swayed under his weight, the wood groaning and cracking, slowly lowering him back to the fervid mob of fruit.

      Grr! The best-laid plans always went awry, especially with Tod. The only thing going well, no doubt, was how Virgil now had a clear opening to the large crystal chest they were after, a master chest, as Apology Twelve had explained.

      But loot wouldn’t replace a stupid party member who got himself gibbed, blown to pieces, kapooeyed.

      Sarah dashed out from behind the bush—reminding herself that she was the tactician, not the fighter—and slammed her bone club against a very surprised cherry.

      Its purple-red skin shimmered into silvery-white flakes that salted the others before fading. This, of course, got their apt attention. All those angry faces turned from the low-hanging fruit—Tod—and found a new target to blow their load on.

      One excited bundle of fructose was already pulsing a white glow. Its mouth, in the shape of a small circle, produced a rising, whistling sound that was as visible—musical notes dancing into the air—as it was audible.

      Now it was Sarah’s turn to panic. She whipped around, took two running steps, then the force of a cherry-scented pink explosion—a whole chain reaction of them—launched her forward.

      Her breath caught in her chest. She flailed her arms. Her legs slammed against the dirt, sending a jolt up her spine. Her momentum carried her forward, tumbling down a decline to hit a tree and slide across a pile of dead leaves.

      She came to a stop on her back, hands shaking, bone club missing. A -8 in white floated above her, slipping toward the darkening red sky.

      She had been a rag-doll down the dirt and rocks and shrubbery—a fumbling, failed acrobat—and yet, felt rather okay.

      Thank God for armor.

      A bit of padding went a long way. That feeling, however, wouldn’t last. Her armor wouldn’t last.

      Pink smoke gathered into multiple streams and shot into the surrounding trees. Little cherries grew exponentially on branches. The cherries were tiny with tinier faces, shouting unintelligible but unmistakably violent threats.

      And this was why she only wanted Tod to pull a few at a time! A few could be killed. They were frail monsters, but monsters that once exploded, multiplied!

      This all went to say she couldn’t—and most definitely shouldn’t—enjoy a nice respite on her back, watching the murder cherries grow from adolescence to adulthood.

      Sarah shoved herself to her feet.

      The new cherries, not quite fully grown yet, started to fall and plop to the dirt, reenergized with a deep-seated desire to tick-tick-boom.

      She sprinted toward the one and only rendezvous place they had agreed on if the proverbial bag of feces should hit the fan. And, for the first time in her life, she wasn’t last place in the footrace, this race being against Death and the horde of unfriendly fruit it represented.

      The trees whizzed by to either side. The angry barking noises grew distant and quiet. She followed a game trail that eventually circled around to a section of large boulders covered in green and light-blue lichen.

      Virgil, wearing a nice set of dark-brown leather armor, sat at the topmost boulder, thirty feet up. He was kicking his legs and whistling while his fairy fluttered around him.

      He perked up and yelled, “Took ya long nuff! But where’s Toady?”

      “He’s not back yet?” she asked, worry creeping into her gut. She had done everything she could to pull the attention from him, in so far as blowing herself up and losing her dependable, much-more-useful-than-Tod bone club.

      Then a terrible thought struck. . . .

      What if he was caught in the explosion? But surely not more than she was, right? And he had better armor! None of this would have happened if he didn’t anger the whole nest of cherries.

      She scanned the trees and let out a relieved breath when Tod appeared, sprinting from the wrong direction. Seriously, how hard could it be to follow simple, elementary, even-a-five-year-old-could-do-it instructions?

      “We gotta go!” he yelled.

      Sarah half expected an army of Cherry Booms to be chasing him, again. But if that were the case, they’d hear the strange barking noises. Instead, there was a different sound, one that creaked and cracked and . . . splashed?

      “Where were you?” she asked.

      He waved a hand, dismissing the question. “Hurry! Just go, and I’ll—”

      The trees where Tod had run from lit up in orange, submerged in a vertical wall of tinted water, carrying a maelstrom of churning detritus.

      It was the same thing they had seen from the cliff. What had appeared to be a curving orange line was instead this wall, forming a gargantuan circle. And now that they were much, much too close to it, yes, as a matter of fact, it was moving.

      “End zone, end zone!” Virgil’s fairy yelled. “Lose health out there. Lose health, dieee! Kill everything. Follow follow. Go to new zone, safe zone!”

      Virgil jumped off the top boulder and landed in a squat before standing and grinning. He wore a new ring with a black opal and slivers of other colors.

      “What’cha all waitin’ for, eh?” he asked. “Let’s get gone!”

      The wall of water slurped and chugged as it slid across the land, draining the vitality of everything—the leaves, the flowers, the birds and butterflies, the vibrancy of a living forest—their remains, a distorted shadow in the moving muck.

      Apology Twelve released a burst of shimmering dust to hang in the air. It painted a path to follow. They all ran from trail to trail, down dirt banks, over boulders, under arched trees, and through a camp or two of monsters guarding treasure chests.

      The monsters made little monster noises and tried to follow, but they were all too small and unable to maintain the pace. Some fell back into the end zone and dissolved like an Alka-Seltzer, fizzing at the bottom of a glass of water.

      “Oh shit!” Tod squeaked and sprinted a little faster, a little more frantically, kicking up dirt as he zoomed past Virgil.

      Sarah sucked in breath after breath, somehow finding running to be empowering. The movement, the rhythm, the control took her mind off the wall of doom at their heels.

      Finally, they burst from the edge of the forest and came upon a rope bridge that crossed a wide ravine, outlined by craggy rocks.

      There were people already crossing the bridge, stepping slowly on wooden slats. And even more people were on the other side in small groups, talking and trading items, their fairies projecting information into the air.

      No one was outright killing each other. Tod didn’t seem to notice or care about the abundance of potential enemies looming on the far end.

      “Across bridge!” Apology Twelve shouted. “Final zone. Hurry hurry!”

      The orange wall oozed over the last line of trees, their leaves shriveling, their bark cracking. A woman screamed from within the end zone, then her voice cut off.

      Tod didn’t slow one iota. He led the way onto the bridge, stepping carefully but quickly on the wooden slats that were evenly spaced a foot apart.

      Sarah followed with Virgil close behind. She stepped out onto the first slat. The wood creaked and groaned beneath her weight.

      Darn those delicious doughnuts!

      If she died here because of her complete lack of self-discipline in the face of sugar glaze and fruit fillings, she’d never forgive herself.

      And below . . . way-too-stupid-far below, sandwiched between the jagged rocks of two cliffsides, was a wash of darkness. She sucked in a sharp breath and held tight to the rope railings.

      The bridge—entirely unlike that of the glass bridge, which had been a solid, lovely piece of architecture, mind you—jerked and swayed with the combined movement of everyone’s desperate need to be on the other side.

      “Don’tcha look. Jus’ go!” Virgil yelled.

      And so she did. It wasn’t that she was afraid of heights, nor was she fond of them. It was more a deep, admirable respect for gravity and its uncaring, deathly effect on things that fell.

      She focused entirely on the next step, the next slat: the shape of it, the distance to it, the texture and color of it. Six, seven, eight, she counted them, keeping her mind occupied from the gaping darkness below that promised to swallow her whole at the first mistake, the first misstep.

      At thirty-three steps across the bridge—three-fourths of the way—the wall of orange gushed over the ledge behind them like Niagara Falls, spitting its deteriorating debris of logs and skeletal bushes to tumble down into the open air and disappear, only their crashing, cracking, breaking sounds to convey that there was, undeniably, a bottom, an end where things stopped abruptly.

      That was the worst of it. The stopping part. The part when life would cease and death would start.

      The good: This was where the wall of doom stopped. The bad: It . . . enveloped the ropes on one side of the bridge, ropes that wizened and frayed and snapped one strand, then two, then a dozen at once.

      Sarah shoved that oh-so-terrible image of ropes disintegrating into a dark pocket of her brain labeled Things to Forget.

      Tod made it to the other side and yelled for them to hurry. And hurry she did. One step, two—

      The rope railing on the right fell, turning all the wooden slats vertical. Her throat contracted. Her jaw clenched. Gravity yanked her down. She swung from one hand.

      She hung there, kicking her legs above a thousand feet of emptiness. Then the other rope snapped, and the world rushed in a sudden, uncontrollable thrust of movement that ended with her slamming into the far wall.

      “Shit!” she yelled, the word slipping out before she could think of a better substitute, something more elegant, more smart. Her fingers were wrapped tightly around the rough rope, the slats clattering against the cliffside.

      A -2 in white floated toward a sky that had changed. Gone were the radiant reds burning through clouds like wildfire. The sky now hung in foreboding darkness, the stars a glimmer of red, the moon full and bright.

      Nighttime. . . .

      Oh no no no no no! This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. There was no worse position to be in to fight off the nighttime monsters and survive. She didn’t even have a weapon anymore.

      Virgil cried out from below.

      Sarah gasped. Somehow, he had lost his grip and now hung upside-down, his foot twisted in the mesh of ropes that had made up the bridge’s walls.

      “Help him!” Apology Twelve yelled, fluttering nearby and pointing down. Her wings gave off a purple glow, her face awash in silver moonlight.

      “I-I’m coming!” Sarah yelled, focusing on doing something instead of filling her mind with worry and a paralyzing fear of What If.

      One thing at a time.

      “Stop moving!” she said. He was making the bridge wobble and clatter against the cliffside.

      She grabbed the ropes below her, finding new footholds, and eased herself down. Her arms were shaking; her fingers ached from holding everything as tightly as humanly possible.

      Apology Twelve flew down and grabbed his shoulder, fluttering her wings wildly—releasing bright purple fairy dust to contrast the darkness—in an attempt to save him.

      Sarah grabbed his ankle against the rope and reached out with her other hand. “Give me your hand!”

      Virgil—wide-eyed and panting, hanging above the abyss—grunted and bent forward. He stretched his hand toward hers. Their fingers . . . touched.

      It wasn’t enough.

      An arcane piece of her, something buried deep within, something that was strong, bright, and fearless with its single-minded need, propelled her downward.

      She released her grip on the bridge, snatched his wrist, then seized the mesh of ropes to stop her descent. She strained against his weight, finding that either her stupid, no-good muscles had never been used or—for a wiry guy—he was fudging heavy!

      With the help of Apology Twelve, he finally stood upright. Sweat covered his face, glinting with moonlight that seemed brighter than normal.

      He nodded his wordless, breathless appreciation, and they stood there—wrapped in ropes, swaying in the wind—for a long count of ten, heartbeats pounding out the passing time.

      It felt amazing to have helped someone in such dire need. It was a euphoric firework of an emotion that made her grin despite everything that had happened and was happening.

      Tutoring or taking the blame for a late project would simply never live up to saving the day. She now understood the heroics of all those characters she had read about in countless novels.

      “Scary monsters be here soon!” Apology Twelve said, tugging on the ropes. “Free yourself or die. Die, I lose!” She seemed more concerned about losing than their safety.

      Virgil unsheathed his purple dagger and started sawing the tangled mess around his ankle. “Get goin’,” he said, motioning above. “I’ll be right behind’ja.”

      Sarah nodded. They were about a dozen feet below the ledge. The bridge’s ropes scraped left and right against the edge of the ravine. A wooden slat slipped free and twirled down into the black nothingness.

      Where’s Tod?

      He had been there only a moment ago. He probably went to get help or lure monsters away. Smart. If there was anyone who could lure all the baddies away—intentional or not—it was him.

      She climbed with an eagerness to reach the top, to stand on firm ground again, to feel a modicum of safety by not hanging above the hungry darkness.

      A few feet from the top, however, she froze. Sounds rolled over the ledge: hissing and growling sounds, fighting and screaming sounds. They were the type of sounds that stirred up the sludge of apprehension from one’s gut.

      That euphoric burst of emotion she had so heroically earned shriveled and died. Poof! Okay, so one act of bravery didn’t replace a lifetime of avoiding danger and confrontation and fear.

      Besides, extending a hand was entirely different than fighting a monster, a monster that wouldn’t be small, happy, and cute. No, not the nighttime monsters, and she didn’t even have her trusty bone club anymore.

      Maybe—and this was a crazy, out-of-her-mind, contrary thought to entertain, but maybe—this here cliff wasn’t such a terrible place after all? She had, originally, wanted somewhere to hide, and what better place than this?

      As if in answer to that question, a scraping, scratching noise came from . . . within the rock? Chips of sediment crumbled, breaking away and skittering down the cliffside, small pieces at first, then large chunks.

      They crashed against the ruined bridge, breaking slats and making it swing outward. Virgil yelled from below. Then something—a thing covered in a black nubby carapace—burst out.

      In a terrifying flash of a visual, the monster expanded its eight legs like a giant spider twice her size. It also had pincers and a scattering of glowing yellow eyes, some big, some small, all of them unblinking and staring at her.

      The force of its grand exit from the cliffside threw her backward. She lost hold of the ropes! Her muscles seized and shook. Her breath caught in her lungs, and a tingling sensation shot through her.

      The world spun and blurred and rushed past. She couldn’t even scream! She threw out her arms in a panicked effort to grab hold of something, anything, anything at all.

      Her fingers touched and failed to grasp a rope, a wooden slat, a rock. Then there was Virgil. His outstretched hand caught hers, and they swung with the force of her weight.

      She immediately twisted to find new handholds, to grab the bridge, but there was nothing to grab. The remaining bridge was gone. She hung entirely from Virgil’s hand.

      Then she saw it, another of those Frankenstein spiders below, its legs like black blades, slicing into the stone, its yellow eyes glaring at easy prey.

      The monster from above shrieked and rushed down the cliffside, gouging the rock as it moved. It slammed one of its strong legs down at Virgil but missed and sliced a rope nearly two. The remaining strands started to stretch and snap.

      The other monster crashed into its friend. They both raised their pincers in a contest to see which one of them would get the juicy, doughnut-fattened contestant, a true prize to behold.

      Virgil grunted. He had a desperate, conflicting expression on his face. His purple dagger was clenched between his teeth. He had one hand on the soon-to-be-detached rope and the other holding her.

      “Drop her!” Apology Twelve yelled above the commotion of the two fighting monsters. “She be bait. Monsters chase!”

      “What!” Sarah yelled, horrified. He wouldn’t do that, not Virgil, not after she had just risked her life to save him. They were allies, team members, members that looked after each other.

      But that wasn’t what his expression said.

      She kicked her legs to turn her body, frantically searching for anything else to grab hold of and finding nothing but slick stone. Her grip on his hand started to slip.

      “Pull me up,” she pleaded, tears blurring the world, panic twisting its frozen fingers around her thrashing heart. “Hurry!”

      One of the spiders stepped on Virgil’s shoulder, slicing through his armor. He jerked and cursed. His dagger fell out of his mouth and nearly took her in the eye, tearing a line she hardly felt down her cheek instead.

      “Let go,” he said in a whisper as if saying the words at all were a struggle. Then he yelled them with fear-filled conviction, “LET GO!”

      “Bad woman!” the fairy yelled. “You let go, let go! No make my Chosen fail!”

      Sarah shook her head vehemently—they were asking her to die! She held as tightly to the ends of his sweat-slick fingers as she could, feeling gravity’s constant pull.

      He turned and slammed his knee into her nose.

      Her head snapped back. A -2 in white escaped toward the red stars. “S-s-stop!” she shrieked, ugly, snot-bubbling sobs escaping in gasps.

      She had never, never once in her entire life been so afraid, not the time with the mushrooms or the time with the robber. She hung above a sea of nothingness, threatening to wipe out her existence.

      “Hey!” Virgil yelled at the monsters. “Catch!” And with that, he thrust his arm away from the cliffside, throwing her out into the darkness.
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      Sarah fell. . . .

      That, in and of itself, was a terrible, stupidly-terrible thing! But to add to the terribleness of the terrible situation, two giant spider-like monsters decided to fall with her.

      Their piercing, eager shrieks at the escaping chunk of meat seemed to split the darkness. Their black legs clawed the air, and silver webs spread out behind them, shimmering in the moonlight.

      Thoughts ceded to panic, and panic erupted from her. She screamed and screamed for all she was worth, screamed her throat raw, flipping and tumbling, driving to a point that would, no doubt, be her end.

      And yet, her lizard brain demanded an answer to a very pressing question, a question that flashed through her brain as a series of words and images and overwhelming emotions:

      Did she want to die to the fudging-ugly, scary-as-sin monsters that would delight in tearing her limb from limb? Or . . . die in her fall?

      She was going to die. She was going to die. She was going to die! There was no point trying to survive now, no point holding onto worthless hope.  Despite everything, every effort, every challenge up until this very point, she had failed.

      No. . . .

      She was betrayed. It was a seething red emotion, one that demanded retribution. She was betrayed by that spineless bag of feces. She wanted Virgil to die screaming in agony, in fear, in-in . . .

      What does it matter anymore?

      She lost.

      The only thing worth pursuing now was a quick and painless journey back to the Cycle so she could be reborn.

      And so, to answer her brain’s demanding question, she spun her body in the air and slammed her foot into the very freaky face of the closest monster.

      Its eyes pinched shut, cutting off its glow and immediately casting its many black limbs into darkness. A -2 materialized into a blurry red streak.

      The other monster’s eyes, however, still glowed with an eery yellow. It shrieked and moved closer, then promptly slammed into a jutting spear of stone.

      Its body burst into silvery-white light, flashing the abyss as if lightning had struck, revealing dozens of jagged rock formations like crisscrossing stone fangs, the orange wall, the debris of a forest, and much further below, the bottom of it all.

      The monster she had kicked did something with its webbing that shot it forward. One of its many swordlike legs sliced across her thigh, cutting straight through the material. A -6 in white and a -3 in red blurred as momentum carried her away from the damage numbers.

      Sarah sucked in a sharp breath through clenched teeth. The pain was razor-edged and stung fiercely.

      She slammed her foot against another one of the black blades that sliced through the air. The force propelled her downward.

      She angled her body, pretending to be a sky-driver. That was something she—not-in-a-hundred-thousand years—would ever, remotely want to experience.

      With arms pressed tightly to her sides, legs straight, and toes pointed, she shot through the gloom like an arrow. With any luck—ha! luck—she’d plow into one of those angled stone spears and be gone in a flash of light.

      Somehow, she could sense the distance between her and the mean monster grow. And as it grew, her lizard brain frantically yelled, Live! Survive! Grab hold of those rocks that are zipping by at a million miles per hour!

      What a dumb brain.

      This was the end.

      The only remaining question before slamming into the quickly-approaching ground was face first or feet first?

      She wanted it to be over. She wanted there to be no pain. She wanted death in the quickest and cleanest possible way. And so, she did not throw her arms out to twist around.

      She closed her eyes, took in a breath, and tried her very best to focus on the memories she most wanted to keep, knowing all-too-well that they would be ripped from her.

      That knowledge was more painful than anything else. Her memory of her family, even if their faces were blurred, was warm and full of love. Her friends. Her stupid co-workers. Her many, many hours in the library reading.

      Her doughnuts. . . .

      Sarah—face first and full of grim determination—slammed against the stone ground.
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      Pain.

      If only one word could be used to describe how Sarah felt at the exact moment of her impact, pain would suffice.

      However . . .

      If forty-two words were permissible, then pain wouldn’t suffice. It wouldn’t come faintly close—not a stone’s throw, not a planet’s hop—to suffice. What she felt was closer to:

      Pure, unadulterated, so-stupid-far-beyond-comprehension agony of the type that slammed through face, neck, and back. It was the sort of pain that—once again as if she didn’t need air to breathe—drove the breath from her lungs and into the next heaven.

      But, in as much blinding, torturous pain as she was in, all it took was the length of three seconds before it dissipated, leaving only the lingering echo of a nightmare.

      Her awareness seeped back into reality. She was, most fortunately—or unfortunately—not dead. She wasn’t soaking in the Primordial Sea of Souls. No, that might actually have been nice. Instead, her body was twisted into an abnormal shape.

      Her face pressed against the cold, bottom-of-the-world rocks. Her legs were arched ahead of her, feet on said rocks, and her back bent into an awkward U-shape, which, for someone not at all flexible, was worthy of note.

      She teetered to her side and did her bestest to straighten her surprisingly-not-broken body, then laid there, staring up at the distant sky, the silver moon, and all the jutting stone teeth of the colossal demon that had swallowed her.

      Adrenaline still buzzed. Her breakneck pulse refused to recognize that the situation had most certainly changed. Gone were the spiders. Gone were all the things that threatened death.

      “No more sky-diving,” she whispered, part thrilled for the experience, part horrified. Maybe she would reassess her phobias and add heights to the list, after all.

      As the novelty of surviving started to wither and flake away, her awareness expanded. Water trickled nearby, smelling of dirt and wet stone. There were no sounds of yelling or fighting or monsters down here, not yet at least.

      There was, however, something hard pressing against her palm from within a clenched fist. She sat up and opened her fingers. The darkness down here in the pit of utmost despair was nearly absolute, so she touched the round, cylindrical object to identify it.

      A . . . ring?

      She had been holding it so tightly that the edges made indents in her fingers and palm. Then, as if in a snap, it all made sense.

      This was Virgil’s ring. His new ring. The ring he must have gotten from the Cherry Booms’ chest. The one he had shown off by jumping down from the thirty-foot wall of boulders with nothing other than a grin to help him.

      It must negate fall damage. . . .

      Gah! If she had known she had a stupid ring that prevented fall damage, she wouldn’t have welcomed the rocky floor with her face, of all things!

      This all begged the question of how she had the ring in the first place. And the answer was obvious. She had been holding onto Virgil for dear life. The ring must have slipped free when he discarded her like garbage, thrown out as monster bait.

      That butthole!

      He had pretended to care, pretended to be her friend, and then—when put to the real test—used her to better his odds of surviving. Worse, these were the people who were going to win and be accepted into heaven.

      The events replayed in her mind. The images; the screaming, scraping, horrifying sounds; the smells of sweat and desperation; the terrifying monsters.

      And betrayal.

      There was a cold weight in her stomach. A cold weight that started to warm, to spark, to erupt into something she had not really felt before: a desire to punish, to harm, to kill a person—not a cartoon mushroom or cherry or flower—a living, breathing person that had done her wrong.

      The world seemed to be tinted in red. She didn’t know how she would do it—not stuck deep below, cast away—but she would survive this if only so he wouldn’t. It was a promise, an oath.

      To seal that oath, she slid the ring onto her finger, delighted in the mere fact that she had stolen it from him. The only thing that would make her little theft better was if he decided to jump, believing himself safe, only to burst into silvery-white light on impact. But if it were going to happen, it would have already.

      Darn that.

      A tiny flicker of orange from a wax candle ignited across the darkness. It was not a bright light, but in the deep shadows of the underworld, it burned like a sun, its rays of light glinting on something thin and metallic.

      Curious—always so curious—Sarah stood. She walked toward the object and the candle that suggested she wasn’t as alone down here as she had previously thought.

      As she neared, the realization of what it was formed into a sharp exhale and a deep grin. This then morphed into a quiet giggle that quickly evolved into a laugh.

      She pulled a purple dagger—its blade sliced halfway into the surface of a smooth stone—from the ground. It fit perfectly in her hand as if it were always meant to be hers.

      If this wasn’t proof enough that the universe conspired against its inhabitants, nothing would. It was as if heaven itself was agreeing with her, encouraging her to deal out justice. It was a second chance, gift-wrapped in the orange glow of a well-placed candle.

      Another candle materialized out of nothing. Its new glow had burst to life a dozen steps into a cave.

      She picked up the first candle, holding it in her offhand while considering the pros and cons of being lured into what just might be a monster’s domain. But what monster—one intelligent enough to light candles—would provide her with a means to defend herself?

      One that wanted a challenge?

      In truth, there weren’t a lot of other options at the moment. And then there was that obnoxious, nagging, totally-going-to-get-her-killed-someday curiosity that wouldn’t allow her to ignore such an enticing mystery.

      Sarah—slow with an abundance of caution—stepped into the cave. As she did, another candle’s flame ignited, covering the walls with its yellow-orange light.

      “H-hello?” she called, voice uncertain. No one was there to have lit the candle. Just like the other two, they merely appeared in the darkness, lighting a pathway forward.

      She followed that path for a time, followed it up and down stone-carved stairs, followed it around giant stalagmites that glowed in the candlelight. More and more of the candles appeared as she progressed deeper into the unknown.

      Water dripped and dribbled and tinkled unseen. The air turned cold and moist. Shadows shifted, hiding from the candles, always moving as if alive and watching from their dark crevasses and holes.

      It gave her goosebumps. And this was why curiosity was a terrible, no-good thing! Without curiosity, she wouldn’t be in the bowels of the land, surrounded by who knew what.

      But it was a curse, this curiosity. There was no off switch and certainly no turning back now. The path led somewhere. That somewhere was a captivating thing, a carrot at the end of a stick.

      The only comfort came from her firm grip on the candle in her left hand and the dagger in her right. But maybe that was why they were given to her? To provide a false sense of security.

      She firmly shoved all those thoughts and fears out. The only thing she could do in this strange reality was take the next step forward, to always be moving with purpose. Even if the direction was ultimately wrong, that, in and of itself, was progress, wasn’t it? It was learning and improving and gaining vital life experiences.

      Unless it leads to death.

      Her second most obnoxious curse was an overly-active, worry-wart of a brain. She did not lack imagination, especially when it came to her inevitable death from the terrifying thing that waited for her at the end of this cave.

      Sarah locked her jaw and pushed forward.

      A few minutes later, there were sounds, a squeaking sort of noise, tiny and numerous, growing louder.

      The path led to a giant room so big she couldn’t see the ceiling or walls. When she stepped inside, the cave behind her—and all the candles, including the one in her hand—disappeared.

      She immediately tightened her grip on the dagger—lest it vanished too—and swallowed hard, mentally preparing herself for a boss fight.

      Out across the darkness, towering over her, were curving protrusions of stone that resembled a giant ribcage. And below it, where the heart would be, was a smooth wall, lit in a red glow.

      That’s not ominous. . . .

      “Welcome, my child,” said a deep voice. It came from everywhere and rumbled within her chest. “Come closer.”

      She wasn’t a child, but that hardly seemed important at the moment. She looked back at where the cave had been.

      Nope, still gone.

      “You are safe,” said the voice, because monsters that intended to chop you up into little pieces and stir-fry you would never, not-in-a-million-years lie about it.

      Alas, the time to turn and flee was gone. She had marched right into this place with determination, anticipation, and no small amount of lingering fear. But it was her choice from the very start. The least she could do was see it through.

      She walked forward. The ground didn’t crunch beneath her shoes or give off any sound. It felt smooth, lacking any texture.

      The stone ribs were lined with hundreds of little red eyes that glowed in the darkness. This was where the squeaking noises were coming from. They looked like bats, evil bats ready to mistake her for a bowl of fruit.

      Sarah fought against every urge to sprint in the opposite direction. She might be brimming with curiosity, but that didn’t mean she had courage.

      What a laughable idea!

      She had come, she had seen, and now—with her curiosity appeased—was a good time to find the glowing green exit sign. Unfortunately, this place was not up to Fire Code standards.

      She stopped a dozen feet away from the imposing slab of stone that stretched above her. The surface emitted a churning mist like a cloud or smoke. And in that mist, a silhouette of a dark figure peered down at her.

      Insignificant, piddling, tiny; she was nothing compared to whatever this was. Her dagger was nothing. So it was a trap after all. . . .

      “I am Sangviteus, Lord of Life and Death,” the figure said, its voice powerful, unyielding, proud. “Your desires have summoned me.”

      “Summoned?” she asked, confused and just a tiny bit distracted. Something caught her eye near the ground. She hadn’t even noticed that there was a second stone jutting out in front of the other, mostly hidden in the undulating current of darkness.

      “Your oath for vengeance.”

      This snapped her attention back to the intimidating figure. Her oath was made in silence. “Y-you can read my mind?” she asked.

      Naturally, this prompted her stupid brain to cycle through every small thought she wouldn’t want anyone to know: that time she accidentally stole a bag of groceries; her demeaning opinion about her body, naked in front of her bathroom’s mirror; oh no, sitting on the toilet!; and, of course, the thing the great entity already knew, a desire to commit the gravest of sins, to kill.

      There was an awkward silence. The figure looked like it was struggling with something, then it spoke again. “You need not concern—”

      Red lights flickered around that second stone. That was what she had seen before. In a way—translated by her brain—it seemed to scream, “Look at me. Look here. What is this? Come see!”

      And so she did before any other thought—any logical, self-preserving thought—could convince her to stay put. She peeked over the rock.

      A white bat—standing with the help of a Barbie-sized walker in front of a glowing red sphere—looked up from a scroll it was apparently reading from. It twitched its large ears in what appeared to be a mixture of surprise and annoyance.

      “Dammete dammete dammete!” it squeaked in a tiny voice that also projected from the wall’s figure, booming overhead and making all the other bats squirm. “God fuckene dammete! I knew I should have hung dis above. But there’s no room there. Dis realm ees shete! My theatrics are shete! Eek!”

      He climbed up the stone on all fours and pointed a tiny sharp finger at her. “Take three- steps- back- and forgete you saw anythene.” He glared, red eyes glowing, little fuzzy chest puffing in and out.

      “Awww!” she said, covering her mouth with her fingers. “You are so cute!”

      “I am not cute,” it said in a horrified squeak. “I am fearsome! I am . . . I am . . . Ahhh, pooey. You ruined everythene.” He shook his head, body drooping.

      Sarah quickly took three large steps back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin your presentation. Let’s just start over, okay?”

      “Eek . . .” Sangviteus said, waving a wing, “no point. I worked so hard to get dis right. But you the first. Dis divinity thing harder than eet looks.”

      “You’re a divinity?”

      “Yis, the newest, the youngest, the eleventh divinity of Light. But now you know I’m not big and scaree. Why choose me?”

      Those who had a divinity would come back from death. That was what Apology Twelve had said, which meant, no matter what happened, if Sarah had a divinity, she would pass the first challenge.

      But she didn’t know anything about the divinities or why she would choose one over the other. She did, however, like this cute bat with self-esteem problems. Perhaps it was because she could relate with his desire for change, to be seen as something more than he felt he was.

      These thoughts seemed to have drifted over to the disheartened bat. He perked up immediately. “Eek! I help you; you help me?”

      “How?” she asked.

      “I need follower. You want dis change, change to become new you, yis?”

      “Change?” She laughed; as if it were that easy. “I’ve already tried Atkins and Keto and the Starch Solution and Whole30. I even went a month only drinking lemonade and eating sauerkraut. I have never peed so much in my entire life.”

      “No diete. Dis ees heaven, ees eet not? You can be who you wish to be. I teach. And you help me with presentation, yis?”

      He was promising her an easy solution. But nothing in life was ever easy. That was the written rule. If it was worth something, it was hard to get.

      “Eek! No no, eet not be easy,” he said, having read her mind again. “Change hard, but different than past life. Eet not take long, not with me guidance.”

      “Okayyy,” she said slowly. What did it really matter, anyway? She had done way more for less, paying an embarrassing amount to achieve her impossibly-out-of-reach goals.

      Besides, now that she had thought about it, none of the other divinities had so much as lifted a finger to seek her out. She liked this cute bat and respected his go-getter attitude.

      “I am not cute!” he said and sighed.

      She smiled. “I agree to your terms.”
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        * * *

      

      It was now official.

      Bat—Sangviteus, Lord of Life and Death—was her divinity. This gave her the affinity of Light, which wasn’t entirely explained.

      If she won the contest and was made a non-temporary citizen of Olindale, all would be known to her. If she didn’t, someone would press the big ol’ Reset button and flush her down the toilet.

      Knowledge and experiences were a sort of corruption. The Primordial Sea of Souls drew this corruption out. So it kind of made sense to not fill the contestants with knowledge if they wouldn’t be sticking around. Why pee in the pool?

      “Do eet like this?” Sangviteus asked. He was standing on a new pillar—one of two, placed to the sides of where the petrified viewer would be standing—that was made of monster skulls. Vines slithered around the pillars and sprouted heart-shaped red leaves. Blood dripped from their tips into a crimson pool.

      “Perfect!” she said. This realm was mutable. Anything could exist, limited only by imagination. They had turned the ribs of stone into actual ribs. Candles now floated in the air like a haunted house. And the new skull pillars would hold large flames.

      “No one in their right mind,” she said, “is going to wade through a pool of blood to look at the wizard behind the curtain.”

      “But I’m no weezard.”

      “It’s . . . from a book. Don’t worry about it. What I mean is, your performance is safe. Can you add the vines to the ribs, too?”

      “Yis! Good idea.” He waved his tiny hand, and more vines grew out of the darkness and wrapped the bottoms of the ribs.

      “The plants and blood represent life, and the skulls and bones represent death. This is so much better, don’t you think?”

      “Eet ees, eet ees! I will never be called cute again.”

      “Except by me,” she said and grinned.

      “You . . . you I make exception. No one else!” He jumped from the pillar of skulls, flapped his wings, and landed on her shoulder. Flames shot out of the pillars for the last effect.

      “Now,” he said, “ees your turn. Great change, yis? Red hair, loose curls, sexy-sexy slim body. Yis, yis, I see what you want.”

      She exhaled, smile fading. This was heaven. Perhaps anything could happen, but she had gotten her hopes up on every magical solution and every scientific breakthrough.

      Truth be told, it was her lifestyle. She had never wanted to go for a run or lift weights or climb cliffs. If she had the spare time, it went to a good book with a side of doughnuts.

      “That was then,” Sangviteus said. “That was the flesh you. Flesh, hard to change, very hard, yis. Soul, less hard to change.”

      “Really?”

      “Yis, I no lie to my favorite follower!”

      “I’m your only follower.”

      “Dis make no difference. But listen and learn. Our time ees limited. Other contestants will choose their divinity and Return for second contest. You must Return on time or . . . lose.

      “You”—he poked her shoulder with a sharp finger—“exeest as projection of self, of person you believe you to be. To change, change projection.”

      She crooked an eyebrow. “And how do I do that?”

      “Attitood. Deesire. Think badass, beee badass!” he said, then pulled back, evaluating her thoughts. “Eek! Tell me eet ain’t so. You no swear? Must change immeediately!”

      “I’m not going to swear,” she said, brows pressed together. She could practically taste the Dove soap her father had always used to wash her mouth out, even for such tame words as Crap.

      Adulthood had allowed her the freedom of expression, but she had—for the most part—never felt the need to swear. Swearing was what people who lacked imagination or education did. She was better than that.

      “No, not beetter,” Sangviteus said. “You are stunted. Leemited. If you want to be sexy-sexy, you must remove dis block. You must be new you: mother-fuckene fearless.”

      She wasn’t afraid of swearing.

      “Yis, you are. Terreefied of judgment. Terreefied of disappointene parents. Language ees expression, eet projects image of self. Your fear molds you into what others want, not what you want.”

      Sangviteus paused, took in a breath, then said, “We start on easy. Say, Crap.”

      Sarah huffed. “I’m not opposed to saying crap.” This had to be the oddest witchdoctor-voodoo diet she had ever tried. “I don’t think this is—”

      “Shete,” he said, cutting her off. And when she didn’t repeat after him, he angled his eyes and said, “Shete.”

      “. . . Shit,” she said quietly and grimaced. Her ears felt hot. There was no reason to be embarrassed; it was just a stupid word, a word that had absolutely no power over her.

      “Louder!”

      “Shit . . .”

      “Loud—”

      “Shit!” she yelled. “Shit shit shit!”

      “Eek! Yis! Scream eet for all to hear.”

      And she did, over and over. She screamed it to the darkness, to all the bats that watched with their glowing red eyes. She screamed it, funneling her unprocessed emotions of death, of betrayal, of her desire for vengeance.

      It felt . . . good? It felt like something inside her cracked. There was this pressure or force beneath everything that fought to remain the same. But she didn’t want that.

      She had died.

      Change was inevitable.

      In that oddly warm and tingling moment, she truly felt she could change. She was giving herself the permission to be a new version of herself, a better version.

      Swearing was amazing!

      Deep down inside, maybe she always knew that. The words always felt good. The soap, however, always tasted bad. But she wasn’t seven anymore. What she did with her life—or death, as it were—was her choice. She could do anything she wanted.

      “Yis, good,” Sangviteus said. “That was the easy part.” He summoned a small sheet of paper with a list of swearwords on it. “Now, time for exercise.”

      “Really?” There was just no getting around it on Earth or heaven or anywhere in-between. Exercise was the unavoidable secret ingredient. And here she thought it would be different.

      “Eet be fastest way,” he said and waved a sharp finger. Thousands of skulls and bones materialized in a swirling storm. They snapped together—one by one in quick succession—to form a staircase that wrapped around itself as it ascended into the darkness above, disappearing from sight.

      “Dis ees your quest! Ascend and scream my favorete words. Visualize who you wish to be. Change takes strong will. You ees strong! Let fire in muscles change your shape, your appearance. Become new you.”

      Sarah sucked in a breath and nodded. She wasn’t that weakling girl, the one that allowed herself to be betrayed. She was a badass mother . . . err, fucker, and this badass mother . . . fucker could do and accomplish anything she put her mind to.

      And right now?

      She’d conquer these stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah snapped awake before she could count her nine-thousandth step up the truly God-awful, unending spiral of stairs. She had never cursed so much in her fucking life!

      Huh. . . .

      As the overachiever she was—and to avoid hours of boredom while exercising—she had explored this new realm of creative thinking for all it was worth, stringing the prickly words into stupid nonsense. Stupid, fun nonsense.

      Now that the words felt so familiar, they lacked their normal sting. They plowed through her thoughts, unhindered, free to modify nouns and verbs and everything else. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be no better than a potty-mouthed sailor.

      Ahoy ye fucking, bitch-slapping, wanking, danking—that’s not a word—damning? . . . scalawags!

      Was that supposed to be sailor speak or pirate speak? Maybe it was second-grader-trying-to-learn-how-to-swear speak. Well, it was a work in progress, and progress it was.

      Sangviteus was a smart and cute bat. He knew very well that swearing held no innate power, but for her, it was intrinsically linked to who she was, not who she wanted to be.

      Now she truly felt different. In fact, she truly felt a lot of things: a deep, I-could-eat-a-whole-cow hunger that seemed to vibrate in her bones; unparalleled exhaustion despite having just woken up; a wash of confusion as to where she was and how she got here; and finally, her complaining, stiff back and the stupidly hard bed she lay upon.

      She wanted to sleep, to pull the nonexistent covers over her head. But it was like waking up and needing to pee in the middle of the night: ignore it at your own peril. Her body wanted food barely more than it wanted to sleep for a century or two.

      She stirred beneath an inverted arched ceiling made of polished wood. The walls circled around, grown as hedges enclosed within a lattice that obscured the outside. And the doorway let in rays of sunlight to paint a warm glow on the tiled floor.

      A young woman sat near, dressed in perfectly white robes. She had black hair done up, rivulets hanging at the sides of her face, and olive-colored skin with pretty pink undertones.

      She was raptly fixated on a book pressed inordinately close to her face as if wanting to fall into the words and the world they created. That was the most beautiful thing about books.

      Sarah sat up against a force, a weight that seemed to press down on her chest. She felt so damn weak, empty, muscles refusing to comply to the very basic of requests, requiring ruthless demands instead.

      Her movement startled the young woman, who immediately laughed at herself until their eyes met, then she jumped out of her chair and stumbled backward, raising her precious book like a club.

      “Hi. . .?” Sarah tried, voice dry. She pushed herself off a stone slab. It was identical to the one in the alcove she had first appeared in. Luckily, she wasn’t naked as a jaybird this time, still wearing her ¤ Basic Green Hood.

      The young woman didn’t say anything. She looked ready to scream and bolt from the room. She also looked . . . different. A thin stream of translucent red swirled at her neck beneath her skin, flowing out of sight into her robes.

      Sarah swallowed a strange desire, saliva building in her mouth. She had never been so hungry that people looked palatable.

      A sensation struck at her core. It felt . . . scared and urgent, but these weren’t her emotions. No, her emotions were God-dammit-I’m-hungry and what-the-hell-is-going-on? She touched her chest, her heart lazily thumping along, a bit too unconcerned about the present situation.

      “Vampire!” the young woman shouted.

      Sarah jerked and spun, only to find the space behind her suspiciously empty. The hedges looked nice, though, well-trimmed. She particularly liked the little red flowers that poked out here and there. Something about red really agreed with her.

      What was she doing?

      Getting food? Finding a long-lost raspberry-filled doughnut dusted in powdered sugar? Mmm. Raspberries were also red. Red was such a powerful and delicious color.

      Oh, vampires! But there weren’t any vampires here, duh. This was heaven. It might be full of odd monsters—some cute, some terrifying—but real-to-the-legend, legit vampires? That’s silly.

      She turned back, her confusion likely evident by how her brows pressed together. “Sorry, no Dracula here,” she said, offering a sympathetic smile. Death had been nothing but a cycle of new experiences and unending questions.

      “You’re the vampire,” the young woman said.

      “Me?” Sarah laughed, then coughed at the dryness in her throat. She shook her head. “Nope, not since the last time I checked.”

      “You are. First vampire I ever saw. And you’re of Light? I would have expected you to be of Shadow instead.”

      “I really don’t understand what you’re talking about. But I’m so stupid hungry; I’m going to faint. Do you have any food?”

      “You chose to follow Bat, true?”

      “Yes, Sangviteus. But I don’t see—”

      “Oh, of course you wouldn’t,” the young woman said, relaxing and lowering her book. “Darling, I apologize. You just startled me, is all. Got my emotions bundled up, you did. But let me explain something since you never got the new transcendent zap of how things work up here.

      “Your divinity determines your class. Choosing Lion would grant you the skills of a light warrior; Hawk, the skills of an amazon; Monkey, the skills of a monk; and so it goes for the rest of them. You chose Bat and gained the skills of a vampire.”

      Having a divinity was all about escaping the clutches of death. No one had mentioned classes or gaining skills or anything of the like.

      Sarah decided to nod. Whether or not she was a vampire didn’t seem all too important unless she couldn’t eat—

      Wait a god-damn-fucking minute, vampires drank blood! She didn’t like blood. Who in their right stupid mind would want to drink blood? Oh no. . . . “Can I still have doughnuts?” That was the important question. What was eternal life without doughnuts?

      The young woman burst out laughing. “Pastries! Pastries? That’s what’s got your face bunched up in worry? Oh, darling, you look like you’re gonna cry. You and I are kindred spirits, I say. I know where all the best bakeries are hiding. Well, not in this pocket realm, no, but once you get out? I’ll be your personal guide.”

      That wasn’t an answer. As kind as little miss white-robe was, she didn’t seem to know. The mere idea of being dragged to bakeries—smelling their baked dough and sugar, lots and lots of sugar—would be pure torment.

      The thought of such delicious desserts made her all the more hungry, a hunger that felt unlike any other. It was raw and ravenous, a pulsing need far greater than any basic craving.

      A single doughnut would simply not do.

      This hunger demanded the full box of doughnuts. And Cheez-Its, too! And ice cream and brownies and a full course steak dinner—medium-rare—house salad, and baked potato, fully loaded: scoops of sour cream and butter, chives, fresh bacon bits, and melted cheddar holding the steamy, mouthwatering contraption of foodstuffs together.

      Her teeth chattered as if she were shivering. That swirling red stream running along the young woman’s neck grew brighter, more alluring.

      Sarah licked her lips, feeling that her teeth—her canines—were much longer than normal, which only verified that these changes in her were, in fact, totally, unavoidably happening.

      She . . . was a vampire.

      And something very strong within wanted the young woman across the stone slab as a delectable snack. Sarah swallowed hard and clenched her jaw shut, shaking her head.

      “No bakeries?” the young woman asked, taken aback. “You wouldn’t want to—”

      “You be alive!” a tiny voice yelled. Apology Thirteen zipped through the door and came to an abrupt stop, face contorted in confusion. “You . . . different,” she said, then cocked her head to the side and cheerfully pronounced, “less ugly!”

      “Well, that’s rude,” said the young woman in white. She had a Nokia cellphone and pressed a button. Her book magically vanished, quickly followed by the phone.

      “Who you?” the fairy asked. She landed on the stone slab and crossed her green arms, antennae wiggling inquisitively.

      “Reditus Prisha, helping the Returned.”

      “You no help. You door greeter. Haha!”

      “Death is no trivial matter, Fly. I help a lot more than a failed Interface.”

      “I no fail!”

      “You died, leaving your Chosen to fend for herself, did you not?”

      “I fixed her!” Apology Thirteen yelled, jabbing a finger out toward the subject of this debate, the subject that really just wanted to eat one of them, if, of course, the subject was being perfectly honest.

      Sarah couldn’t help but trace the little red swirls of color that danced along her fairy’s wings and exposed arms. She stepped closer, her heart coming alive, everything else fading to unimportant darkness.

      “She weak, so so weak,” the blue-winged fairy said, shaking her head. “Want to hide. Scared of daytime monsters. Yes yes, daytime! But now alive en . . . en . . .” she trailed off, glancing up at the looming cloud of hunger, “different.” The word slipped out, quiet and small.

      Sarah grabbed for the fairy, a very nimble fairy who zipped toward the ringing darkness only to jerk to a halt, caught by the leg. Sarah grinned and squeezed the twig-like appendage.

      “No no no no no!” the little person squeaked, eyebrows raised, antennae pointing like little daggers to ward off predators. Such a feeble, defenseless thing.

      Sarah breathed in its sweet, intoxicating scent: the living red essence of a struggling doughnut. The wispy red lines brightened and swirled and pulsed excitingly.

      Her teeth chattered, her breaths shallow. A thrill ran down her spine. Her whole entity desired this, demanded it, deserved it.

      She mindlessly tore the wings off and sunk her teeth into its frail torso, then instinctually drew out its essence. Warmth swirled into the back of her mind, followed by a heavy, slamming force that . . . knocked her to the ground!

      She sucked in a breath through clenched teeth, dense pain jolting through her arm until the blessed 3-second rule took effect.

      The world snapped into focus. The surrounding darkness evaporated, replaced by hedges. Reditus Prisha, wielding a giant black hammer, stared down from above, shocked.

      “I no food!” Apology Thirteen yelled, crawling away on the tiled floor without wings and missing a leg, her wounds glowing silvery white. “You no eat me. Want eat, eat door greeter!”

      “I just saved you, Fly,” Reditus Prisha said. “Goodness gracious, I always get the interesting cases. There’s nothing in the manual about this, you know?”

      “What. . .?” Sarah asked in a whisper, looking between the young woman and the fairy, fragments of visuals and emotions piecing the last few moments back together.

      She was a . . . killer.

      She wanted to kill!

      Even now, the desire to snatch them and drain them of their life essence was nearly overpowering, a demonic force urging her to give in, promising that the tiny taste she had—the delicious, empowering taste she stole—was nothing but a raindrop in a torrent.

      She shoved herself away until her back pressed against the hedges, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I don’t know why I did that.”

      Tears burned her eyes and escaped down her cheeks. She didn’t want to hurt anyone, not a soul, not a—

      Virgil.

      Just his name, lingering in her thoughts, nearly ripped control from her. The world dimmed. The lust for revenge swirled into her chest.

      “Shhh,” Reditus Prisha soothed. “It’s going to be okay. I just wished I knew more about vampires. Fly, bring up her stats.”

      “I no fly!”

      “Do it, or I’ll let her finish you off.”

      Sarah shook her head. “I don’t want to hurt either of you!”

      Apology Thirteen drew lines and words in the air. It was Sarah’s character sheet, similar to the one Virgil’s fairy revealed for him.

      
        
        ¤ Sarah [Vampire]

        × Lvl. 1 · 3/100ex

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: 38/50

        » Armor: 0/30

        » Essence: 3/100

        » Stamina: 40/40 (50/50)

        ·

        « Attributes

        » Strength: 7

        » Dexterity: 7 (9)

        » Intelligence: 16

        » Vitality: 10

      

      

      “Essence?” Reditus Prisha asked. “Well, that ain’t normal. It replaces her mana stat and is nearly empty. Maybe she’s experiencing something like Mana Drunk? Does she have any active traits?”

      “Yes yes!” Apology Thirteen said, and more information appeared.

      
        
        ¤ First Drink [Trait]

        » As a new vampire, you must feed your inner demon or your inner demon will feed itself. Fill half of your essence stat for the first time to remove this trait.

        ·

        » Warning: Essence does not regenerate. Having below 25% essence will reduce cognitive capabilities and general energy, requiring more sleep than typical to function normally.

      

      

      Reditus Prisha crossed the distance and knelt. “You poor girl. Your divinity didn’t say anything about this?”

      Sarah shook her head, afraid to open her mouth and speak lest her inner demon took that as an invitation to do harm.

      She could feel the warmth of the young woman radiating from within those pristinely white robes. Nearly imperceptible swirls of essence rolled across the air as if seduced, drawn out of its living fortress to linger in vulnerability.

      Sarah breathed a shuddering breath, the taste, the smell, a weak echo of what she had already consumed. But it promised more.

      So . . . much . . . more!

      Her teeth chattered again, saliva building. Plumes of darkness seemed to descend from all around, spotlighting the only thing that mattered: this stupid, stupid woman that knelt beside her, boohoo sympathy painting her expression.

      Pain stung Sarah’s cheek, and the darkness vanished. She jerked. Her thoughts were all knotted together, words and intents like two entities fighting over the same body.

      It happened again, this uncontrollable desire to kill, thwarted, apparently, by a solid slap. She held her cheek, surprised and grateful to have her thoughts back but already feeling the tendrils of darkness slither back into her mind.

      Reditus Prisha drew up her sleeve. “Here you go. You can take my essence. But not all of it, you hear?”

      “Yes yes!” Apology Thirteen yelled from where she sat, immobile. “Take essence. Be strong. Then we win!”

      “I . . . I . . .” Sarah stammered.

      Reditus Prisha pressed her wrist to Sarah’s mouth. “Darling, do it now before you lose control again.”

      And that was all the invitation she needed. She took the young woman’s wrist and bit. It felt almost like muscle memory, an instinct of what to do and how to do it.

      She sucked, drawing the essence into her, relishing the sweet taste and coursing warmth that accompanied it. It was everything her inner demon promised, but at this precise moment, she was the one in control.

      Reditus Prisha’s health quickly lowered. It was implicit knowledge, not something to be seen floating over her head or on a screen; it was simply a known number that started at 90hp and stopped at 62hp.

      Sarah, having 73 essence, pulled back. She could have taken a whole lot more, could have exceeded her maximum somehow. A part of her yearned to do so, to quench the eternal thirst. But she already felt so . . . alive!

      The red flowers were not just red. Each had a dozen different reds and a dozen different yellows for its center pistils. She could smell the scent of mint, of a blade of grass, and of water that softly gurgled in a nearby fountain.

      Reditus Prisha straightened. “Oh my,” she said, taking her wrist back and sliding her thumb over the two small holes in her skin that shimmered a silvery white.

      “What is it?” Sarah asked, immediately concerned about what she had done. She bit this woman and drank her essence. How very wrong, and yet, somehow, how very right.

      “It barely hurt, and now I have this feeling of . . . bliss?” She giggled and sighed. “You’re not so bad, Sarah, first vampire of Olindale. I just knew we’d be kindred spirits.”

      A horn blared from outside, the very same rumbling sound that had been used to summon the participants in this ongoing tournament of survival.

      “Time!” Apology Thirteen said, pushing herself to her one leg and hopping in place. “We go now. We late, you die!”

      Reditus Prisha stood and helped Sarah to her feet. “Fly . . . Interface, did it work? Is the trait gone?”

      “It worked,” Sarah said, not needing her fairy to confirm that the wicked darkness, her inner demon, wasn’t trying to consume her soul. “Thank you so much. I wish I had something I could give you.”

      “Oh, darling, it’s just a part of the job. I’m your assigned Reditus, so you’ll be seeing more of me, no doubt. Now hurry along. And you best not lose this, you hear? Olindale needs some variety to keep things interesting. First vampire? That’s damn cool if you asked me.”

      Sarah smiled, then fixated on the warm glow of the sun-drenched tiles outside.

      “What is it?” Reditus Prisha asked.

      “I’m . . . a vampire.”

      “Hmm. A little slow on the uptake.”

      “No, I know that. But it’s . . . daytime. Won’t I burn to ashes if I step into the sunlight? Or,” she said, brightening with a sliver of hope, “do I sparkle?”

      Apology Thirteen laughed hysterically, “Sparkle? You no sparkle, dumb dumb!”

      Sarah let out a breath, one that had an equal mixture of disappointment and annoyance. She wasn’t dumb; this was an entirely different world! But one look at the disfigured fairy and her retort died. She said, instead, “Then I burn. . . .”

      “You no burn. Not really, really. Lose essence, yes, in sunlight. But you have hood. Wear hood!”

      “What about food?” she asked. Avoiding direct sunlight wasn’t that big of a deal. Her most favorite of places to be were inside, after all. But food? Essence was delicious, but it was just one thing. Who wanted to live off of Marie Callender’s potpies or Hawaiian pizza for all eternity? Great as they were, great needed variety.

      Apology Thirteen snapped her attention to the side, staring at the hedges, or somehow through them. “We go now! They starting!”
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      Food was such a small concern in the face of imminent death by tardiness. And unlike how Sarah felt when she first awoke, drinking essence had quelled some of that extreme hunger.

      Kind of. . . .

      She donned her green hood, snatched her wingless fairy, bid farewell to Reditus Prisha, and escaped out into the sunlight, sunlight that didn’t ignite her exposed patches of skin like sparks on magnesium.

      While the sun didn’t burn, it also didn’t feel all too kind, either. It was akin to having a sunburn, her skin feeling warmer than normal, tingling, and overly sensitive.

      Sarah tugged the hood down to better cast her face into shadow and pulled her hands into her long sleeves, letting her fairy ride on her shoulder.

      Outside the pavilion were dozens more identical buildings in white, surrounded by hedges. Smooth-stone pathways curved around them and fountains, fountains that shot arching water through the air and housed bright-orange fish within their basins.

      Fairies were all around: sitting on rooftops, flying after each other in games of tag, talking and laughing. One pulled another into the path of shooting water, drenching them both. They nearly fell out of the air, giggling.

      Everything was saturated in colors and scents so powerful she could taste them: the mint leaves, the honey-dew mists of the fountains, the fragrance of a dozen different flowers. What was life before but a dull, drab existence of meh?

      The fairies took note of her.

      Their jolly good nature evaporated into glares and whispers of, “Fairy killer.” This, of course, wasn’t helped by the mangled display of Apology Thirteen, who, very unlike herself, remained quiet.

      To Sarah, in all of her years living the life of a nerdy bookworm, to be hated wasn’t entirely new. There was something about intelligence that actively riled those without it.

      Bullies were bullies.

      Bookworms were easy targets.

      The best defense to such animosity—the best way to deal with all the cruel bullies of the world—was to publicly ignore them and then strategically find yourself where they wouldn’t be, like in the girls’ bathroom, crying and vandalizing revenge poetry on the stall’s wall.

      That was adolescence, totally not something she’d do at work, not after being called into a meeting with the stupid and stuck-up, oh-I’m-so-important-I-have-a-parking-slot Mr. Jones . . .

      Our Mr. Jones is from Venus, where he lost his tiny penis. Stupid and lazy, he commands. Everyone, do as he demands! But have you heard, a parking slot? For the big ol’ corporate twat? Yes! Indeed! How could we not know? It’s pity . . . for his fake dildo!

      Well, she hadn't wanted that job anyway. . . . In any case, adulting was hard. It required a mastery of the not-so-secret skill Grin and Bear It. This then led to the unhealthy acquisition of way-too-many doughnuts, ice cream, and rum.

      In this particular case, however—strolling through what most would consider a magical garden, though it was teeming with enraged fairies at the moment—and despite her usual dislike toward confrontation, something inside her reacted.

      Sarah didn’t want to grin and bear it; she never had. She didn’t want to skulk away under their judgment, vilified for what had been an honest-to-God mistake. And the fairies weren’t so innocent themselves!

      No, this time, she glared right on back—no poetry necessary—meeting their eyes in challenge. Her inner demon seemed delighted by all the accessible prey nearby.

      This—by how the fairies flinched and scattered and hid behind hedges, their tiny heads and antennae poking over the tops to watch the doom bringer—wasn’t the expected reaction from her.

      Good.

      In other matters, men and women, dressed identically to Reditus Prisha, stood within the various pavilion doorways, hands relaxed behind their backs, pleasant smiles on their faces. They didn’t seem bothered by the fairies’ odd reaction to her and instead motioned where to go to escape this garden labyrinth of beautiful luxury and no small amount of condemnation.

      “There, there!” Apology Thirteen said as they rounded the final building. She pointed to a gathering of mismatched people far greater in number—sixty to seventy?—than one would expect to have lived through the last challenge.

      The survivors of this eccentric game of life and death circled something. There was a sense of unease that ran through them, a sort of anxious vibration.

      Among them, standing out like a sore thumb—a blotch of red on a canvas of white—was none other than . . .

      Virgil.

      Sarah stopped.

      A swirling heat ignited within her chest. Everything that piece-of-shit bastard did rose to the surface: him ramming his knee into her face; yelling at her to let go, to die so he could live; throwing her to her death.

      All other emotions fled and cowered in the face of intense hatred, a demon of fiery rage. She had taken an oath, then heaven answered her demands and granted this opportunity for justice.

      She eased forward, the hunter to the prey, every sense dialed up to an alarming degree, her essence draining a point each second.

      People spoke in hushed tones, their words loud in her ears, but words she couldn’t bring herself to care about. Nothing else existed outside of revenge.

      “What you do?” Apology Thirteen asked, pointing to an open slot in the crowd.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Sarah replied in a whisper, then realized something she should have realized sooner. “Where’s my dagger?”

      She had it with her every damn step up the unending spiral of stairs. She even practiced attacking imaginary foes, foes that looked particularly like Virgil, his back now turned to her, unaware of his approaching demise.

      But when she woke, the dagger was gone. There would be no better justice than to slice his own blade across his throat, no need for honor or a warning or to hear his excuses. She would glide in like a wraith, silent and deadly.

      “No no no no no,” Apology Thirteen said, shaking Sarah’s hood. “You no kill now, dumb dumb. Break rules, lose. We lose!”

      “I don’t care,” Sarah growled.

      “Selfish! You selfish. Only think of you, not me. I no give you dagger. Want revenge, yes? Win game!”

      Fine, she didn’t need the dagger anyway; she was a vampire, after all. Burning her essence made her feel strong and confident. A dagger would only end his struggle faster, a mercy he didn’t deserve.

      “Don’t be shy,” Gameus’s voice said from beyond the crowd. “Squeeze together. Everyone needs to be able to see. Yes, good, fill in the gaps.”

      “Please no,” Apology Thirteen said, her voice soft with a tinge of hopelessness. “For me, yes? You tear wings off. You owe me, yes?”

      Sarah stopped abruptly. That fiery demon of hate got a bucketful of cold, wet guilt. This led to the realization that what she had done to her fairy, intentional or otherwise, was just as bad as what Virgil had done.

      She looked at Apology Thirteen, her leg half regrown, fragments of light knitting the delicate blues of her wings back together.

      Why was winning the game so important to her? It didn’t matter, of course. Everyone wanted something in life. Whatever it was this fairy wanted, it depended on the outcome of these challenges.

      And then there was a lingering thought, one that had somehow escaped all reasoning. This terribly hot rage had completely ignored the fact that to lose was to die.

      Sarah glanced at Virgil—clueless, stupid, piece-of-shit Virgil—and knew he wasn’t worth dying for. What a stupid, stupid thing to do, and a thing she was, seconds prior, willing to do.

      That realization was horrifying. Maybe she didn’t have such firm control of herself after all. Maybe her inner demon was still there, using her emotions like puppet strings.

      “Fine,” she said, her voice now lacking the sharp edge of rage. “We’ll win. But I’m going to do everything I can to make sure he loses.”

      “Yes yes!” Apology Thirteen said, evidently surprised by how her antennae shot out to the sides. She smiled widely, showing off her jagged white teeth.

      People shifted forward, finding openings to stand. Someone whispered, “I don’t like this,” and someone else added, “What is that?”

      A short skinny guy with brown skin and long black hair waved for her to take the spot next to him. He refused to make eye contact. Odd. Were her fangs showing?

      He had a flat nose and large nostrils, a nose befitting someone much, much bigger. It certainly didn’t help his awkward stance, arms closely folded around his middle, shoulders pinched.

      Sarah stepped in and nodded her thanks to the guy who introduced himself as Gorlan. “Sarah,” she said, then finally saw what had disturbed everyone so much.

      The ground—sandy and as round as one of the pavilions—sloped toward a center hole, two-or-three feet wide. What looked to be shark teeth ringed the hole all the way down and out of sight.

      Gameus let go of his cane that remained magically upright. He twisted his fingers in the air. A slab of meat materialized from flakes of crimson and dropped near the outer edge of the pit.

      A disgustingly slimy tongue with corded veins beneath dead-looking gray flesh—a tongue twice as long as any of them were tall—shot out of the center hole and swiped the meat. They were both gone in an instant.

      Everyone jerked back. A blonde woman screamed and fainted. If it wasn’t for the close-knit ring of an audience, she would have toppled into the pit, giving everyone a prime lesson on how quick and merciless death could be.

      “Cavutere,” said the god. “What a splendid monster! And one you should avoid. The hole, you see, is but the opening to a cavity filled with teeth and acid. It is not a delightful way to die, I am sure.”

      He waved his hand, and the monster made a screeching noise. Its tongue shot out of the hole again but then turned into sand, dirt, and rocks that quickly filled in the pit.

      Red bricks materialized in the air and snapped together to form a thick wall. Vines slid out of the newly formed ground, climbed the bricks, and sprouted spiky yellow fruit.

      “Vitaidra,” Gameus said. The fruit opened, becoming eyes with vibrant yellow irises around vertical pupils. The god summoned another slab of meat, and the vines of the monster sprang off the wall. It took the shape of something with four legs, a large hollow body, and a head with teeth made of long and thin red thorns.

      The monster caught the slab of meat before it could touch the ground and quickly tore it to pieces. Flakes of silvery-white light seeped into the vines, making them thicker, stronger.

      “Let this be a lesson,” Gameus said, waving his hand casually. The Vitaidra shriveled and died. Its many eyes plopped to the ground and became crystals that quickly dissolved into yellow flakes and disappeared. “This world is a dangerous world. Naturally, everything wants to kill you. How very entertaining!

      “Unfortunately, you, as you are now, are very, very, very weak. Bah! You run around like fumbling monkeys, lucky to bonk something on the head. That is not entertaining, not one bit. As such, your next challenge will improve your capabilities.

      “This form of training is normally not the safest course of advancement, but it is a risk I’m willing to take. I imagine there are no complaints?”

      Gameus paused to give everyone a chance to speak, a chance that no one—

      A tall, muscular man stepped forward. He had a raggedy long orange beard and pink cheeks. “Ye, I have a problem with this whole— Ee-eh ee-eh! Oh oh oh ee-eh!”

      The man’s nose and mouth flattened together then bulged outward, his eyes turned yellowish-brown, and tan fur started sprouting across his skin while he shrunk into a monkey with an unruly beard and, admittedly, cute overalls.

      Gameus raised an eyebrow. “Anyone that is not a hairy monkey wish to speak up? No? No one, not a soul? Good. That means you are smarter than the average monkey and understand that I am the god, and you, my hopeful followers.”

      If there was ever a question as to whether or not Gameus was a benevolent god, the question, now, was conclusively answered.

      No one said a thing.

      No person.

      The monkey continued to shriek and punch its small fist in the air, plainly having a lot to say about his recent demotion in the social hierarchy. A fairy with red wings was tugging on the monkey’s tail, yelling at him to stop.

      Gameus waved his hand. Two large tan stones formed in the air. They slammed into the ground, nearly splattering the vocal monkey, who dashed away and disappeared between the legs of the remaining survivors.

      One stone became the foundation for the other, a slab identical to the one in the pavilion and the one in the alcove.

      The god smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Now that you all have a temporary divinity, death is not final, but failure is.” He paused and eyed everyone to make certain they understood the implication.

      Sarah then realized something so very, absolutely stupid: everyone had a divinity now. Even if she had killed Virgil, he wouldn’t have stayed dead. But she, the one who broke the rules, would have sacrificed her life for nothing.

      “Normally,” Gameus said, “death would take eight or ten hours to Return, depending on how lazy your divinity is. But that simply won’t do for this contest and the challenges you all face. As such . . . hmm, a demonstration!”

      “You,” he said, pointing to a young Asian man who immediately pretended the god had pointed to the woman on his left. The failure of this strategy was made known once his body started sliding forward on its own.

      Having seen what had happened to the monkey, no doubt, the young man contorted his face into what was likely meant to be a placating smile. “H-how can I help, my . . . lord?”

      “Oh, just a small thing, I assure you. Hold out your hand. Yes, like that. The first thing we must do is fabricate a little curse. I call it, ‘Insurance.’ ”

      Gameus brushed his fingers through the air and tiny lines of blue light sliced into the back of the young man’s hand. Just as it did, the effect copied itself and spread to everyone else.

      Sarah jerked. There was a sudden stinging warmth pressing into the back of her right hand. The pain went away after the typical three seconds, but something lingered there, a sort of tether?

      “And for the demonstration,” Gameus said to the young man, “you need to die.”

      “E-e-excuse me?”

      “Yes, thank you for volunteering. You will all see that death in heaven is simply nothing to fear. Now, don’t move, or this might hurt.”

      Gameus snapped his fingers, and bright orange flames erupted from the young man’s clothes.

      He screamed and screamed, slapping at the hungry flames that refused to go out. A swarm of tiny red damage numbers leapt into the air and drifted skyward like smoke.

      Finally—his skin, bubbly and cracked, silvery-white light glowing from beneath—he died. His body crashed into the dirt at the center of everyone’s wide-eyed shock.

      This was all followed by horrified silence. Even the fairies had quieted. No fun-filled laughter from them, no zipping around playing their games. They were just as stunned by the realization that a simple snap of the god’s fingers could render them all as soul ash.

      The young man’s silvery-white glow seeped out and enveloped his body in the exact same way the monsters had when they died. A few seconds later, he was gone.

      Gameus chuckled. “Fire was probably not the best of available choices.” He sighed. “Ohhh, the Heavenowner’s Association is going to make a fuss over this, again.”

      He snapped his fingers—making everyone jump; this time, though, no one combusted on the spot—and called for a person named Adus.

      The air rippled like oil on water, refracting rainbow hues. A girl—early twenties by the looks of her, with shoulder-length green hair sprouting tiny white flowers—stumbled into the here-and-now and dropped a stack of thick leather-bound tomes she had been carrying. One flipped open, revealing an illustration of two elves, their naked bodies pressed against each other in passionate lovemaking.

      “Oh! I’m such a dingus,” Adus said, floating in the air. She plopped to the ground, her frilly skirt fluttering around her, and sat crosslegged next to one of the tomes. She picked it up, brushed dirt from the cover, licked the end of her finger, and drew it across a scratch, instantly mending it.

      “Adus!” Gameus said in a surprised voice, one that leaned quite far toward the unhappy side of the spectrum, “are those my—”

      “Yuppity yup yup! I know you forbade me from touching your private collection, but I’m bored. Soon, your art will be well categorized. We have spread eagle, bondage, doggy style, and I really don’t understand your fascination with dwarves, but—”

      “Adus!”

      “Hmm? Oh. . . .” she said, seemingly having just noticed her audience and whereabouts. She hopped to her feet and looked everyone over. “Newcomers? Hah! They look positively petrified. What have you been up to, you old codger?”

      The young Asian man chose this particular time to reappear on the stone slab, lying on his back, entirely naked. He jerked upright, screaming and slapping at his arms and torso until the realization that he wasn’t still on fire seeped into his panicked brain.

      Adus grimaced. “Yup, some questions just don’t need answers, I say.”

      “It’s not like that,” Gameus said.

      “Oh . . . Oh! Ha! I thought this was like that time you asked for sacrifices and—”

      “Adus.”

      “Right. Handle the committee. . .?” she said and winked.

      “Please take care of it.”

      “Of course! Dendark still owes me for that time he gave everyone pig noses. Remember that? Cute oinkers, they were.” She picked up another tome that had been glowing. It abruptly stopped, and the others lifted off the ground, atop quickly growing plants.

      She grinned. The tomes slid from the tops of leaves onto her stack. “I’ll just finish my little, tiny project fist.”

      “Don’t touch my—”

      But before Gameus could finish, Adus disappeared through rippling air. He let out a breath, shaking his head.

      “You just can’t find good help these days. In any case,” he said and turned to the young man on the stone slab. “Welcome back. Next time, I will just cut your head off and avoid this whole fiasco. That would have also made for a better demonstration, I do believe.”

      “Ne-ne-next time?” the young man asked, cupping his groin, cheeks turning rosy as his eyes skirted the uncomfortable audience.

      “You’ve demonstrated your power over death and—at least for the duration of this next challenge—revealed an expedited Return, taking only a few minutes, hardly an inconvenience at all!

      “Everyone come, gather, look at him! Not a single scratch. Smooth as a baby’s bottom. And . . . hmm, you probably could use some clothes, yes? Allow this to be another lesson worth learning: your items that take too much damage will be destroyed.”

      Gameus tapped the young man on the chest, and a mixture of leather and chain armor materialized the same way ¤ Basic Green Hood had when Sarah simply wanted to wear it.

      The young man—his services no longer needed and hardly requiring any more encouragement than that—hopped down from the stone slab and quickly returned to the others.

      “Remember these lessons,” Gameus said. “They are the keys to your success in the following challenge.”

      The god reached out his hands, palms up, and lifted them into the air. The ground shook. The brick wall and stone slab crumbled, and in their place, white marble pushed out of the dirt.

      At first, the stone rose as six sharp points in a half-circle. This became the top of a crown, worn by a woman with straight hair that fell down her front and back, all the way to her feet. She was naked where her hair didn’t cover.

      She had no arms like a mannequin, one that stood tall and strong, demanding respect, chiseled eyes watching. By the time the statue stopped rising, it towered over them, maybe thirty feet tall.

      Six wide steps—clean and polished from any lingering dirt—led up to her bare feet. Hovering above the last step, grasped by two pairs of stone hands, was a large transparent orb containing something black, a liquid that seemed very much alive by how it moved.

      Come. . . . It was a single word, not spoken, not audible, but felt. The statue beckoned for Sarah to approach, its voice a cold sensation that wrapped her heart and tugged as if by string.

      She took a step forward before even realizing it. The others seemed equally transfixed. Every piece of the statue was beautiful, perfect, and radiant in the sunlight. And from within it came whispers that promised wealth, power, and all things desired.

      There also came an impression distinctly familiar, one that made her fingers clench into fists, ready to fight something terrible.

      Gameus took his cane and walked up the steps, stopping before the orb. “The heart of The Mad Queen Asceria, doomed to eternity within her corrupted kingdom.

      “Your challenge is simple: escape. The first, say . . . thirty of you? Yes yes, that will do nicely for my last challenge, but more are welcome.

      “There is no time limit, but once the thirtieth of you escapes, those who remain will have three hours to join us on the last challenge or be dragged back to the Primordial Sea of Souls.

      “Come! Touch her orb and enter her realm. Exciting! Who would like to go first?”
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      Sarah waited in line, waiting for her turn to approach the vile orb. Apprehension sprinkled down from the high sky of heaven despite the beauty of its grand cascade of golden clouds.

      The first person—a brave young woman—to have touched the orb, sucked in a breath, turned to an inky black, and was torn from this reality, consumed in an instant.

      The only things that lingered after her abrupt departure was an echo of her scream and tiny tendrils of black wormlike things. They crawled away in the air as if trying to escape the orb, then slowed and flaked away.

      This served as no encouragement to the remaining contestants who were now looking at each other, the words on their lips, no doubt, wanting to say, “What the fuck!”

      Gameus chuckled, both hands resting atop his cane. He motioned for the next person to approach and seemed excited to watch them knowingly approach their uncertain end.

      Now, Sarah liked a lot of things in the world—doughnuts, of course, being high on that list—but this? Hell to the no. This was so-so-so-so-stupidly far from the good list that it nearly made her queasy thinking about it. Queasy was the last thing she wanted to be.

      And it wasn’t just how people got consumed. It was how the statue watched her, anticipated her, hungered for her in the same way she hungered for the essence of her prey.

      Every fiber of her being staged a walkout, holding signs that read Unsafe Workplace and Stupid Management. But to not touch the orb was to fail. To fail was to forfeit and be tossed back into the Primordial Sea of Souls.

      So when the nervous man ahead of her touched the orb, his essence ripped away, making it Sarah’s turn, there really was no choice in the matter.

      “We go. Go . . . now?” Apology Thirteen whispered, her voice lacking enthusiasm. Whatever it was about this challenge that drew out the feeling of trepidation, the fairy felt it as well.

      Sarah climbed the wide steps—the white marble statue appraising her from above—and stopped before the heart of the Mad Queen. It thrashed very much like a real heart, pulsing at a set rhythm. Nothing of the black essence stuck to the walls, as if the material itself was constructed to repel it.

      Touch. . . . The word crawled into her, invading her mind, violating her thoughts, thoughts that turned toward a sense of unfulfilled desire. She could have her revenge, could have power, could be sexy and confident and important.

      The sensation slithered down her spine, whispering these promises. Alluring, enticing, tempting, but also . . . slimy, cold, hungry. It hungered for her essence, a hunger that seemed to have awakened her inner demon.

      Instinctual synapses immediately fired and screamed, echoing thoughts of danger, disaster, destruction, doom . . . death: touching this orb was death. There was no question about it. It stunk of it, the rotting decay of souls.

      But the choice was an illusion. Death persisted through either door. At least this death also held the crumpled remains of hope.

      She reached out and slowly pressed the tips of her fingers against the icy-cold orb, fighting against her nearly overpowering survival instincts, which appeared to be a new development.

      The inky substance snapped forward, striking the barrier like a snake. It touched her!

      A frigid cold shot up her arm and seized her heart. It tore her forward, her essence breaking, shimmering, corrupting from its typical silvery white to a glossy black.

      The world blinked away, replaced with nothing but an endless sea of darkness. She had no body, no heart, no need to breathe. The torturous, ever-present, consuming cold pressed against the only remaining thing to exist: her mind.

      Emotions scurried over the tiny spark of her presence like laughing spiders infused with a sense of excitement and a thrill at having another game piece to play with.

      Then, out of the nothing came something. It squiggled and squirmed like the tiny black worms that had lingered and died in the air. This one, however, was a blinding white. And it did not die.

      The worm grew. It shifted and twisted and splintered into more of itself, branching like roots, constantly multiplying.

      The ends wriggled out into the nowhere until they touched surfaces, infusing them with a sense of existence, giving them form.

      Brushstrokes of white created walls and trees and large rocks. The white spread, forming a room not much larger than a few pavilions combined together.

      Textures grew on surfaces, then color. Green seeped into leaves like watercolor. Browns defined tree bark and branches. Blues and yellows painted flowers growing outside the marble path that led from one wall to the other with no doors in sight.

      Clear crystals, each identical to the other, formed in fixtures along the walls, glowing and casting soft shadows.

      Sarah blinked. Waves of warmth surged down her limbs. She drew in her first breath, tasting a mixture of fresh and ancient air.

      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen screamed, waving her arms out in front of herself, her half-formed white wings—in the midst of turning blue—flapping uselessly.

      She made a flump sound against the marble floor. A -3 in red bounced out of her, floating to a high ceiling of artful carvings—gargoyles, snakes, and an intricate weaving pattern—marred by cracks and missing chunks of stone.

      Fragments of fractured glass floated near the ceiling, each depicting pieces of heaven’s sky: the cascade of golden clouds surrounded by blue. One shard captured the flight of a red bird, its progress—its wings—moving slowly and trailing a blur of color.

      “Why you no catch!” Apology Thirteen yelled, pushing her face off the floor.

      “I . . . Well . . .”

      “Well, what? That hurt! You big, I small. You catch. Not hard.”

      “I’m sorry, okay? I was a little preoccupied with this. This room is amazing. It’s like we’re inside an old fantasy castle.”

      “Nuh-uh. This place be dangerous, not amazing. I no like it here. But to win, we must be fearless.”

      “What makes it so dangerous?” Sarah asked, recalling what she had felt before touching the orb. But that hyper-alert sensation of a looming predator was now gone.

      This place didn’t feel much unlike any other. Well, except for how the back of her right hand had a slight pulling sensation toward the ceiling. It was like a . . . sliver of warm air sliding through her skin. Honestly, it kind of itched.

      The symbol there, etched in a luminous blue and pulsing softly, looked like an open triangle: a line that repeated toward a center dot.

      Apology Thirteen—sitting with one leg stretched out, her still-growing stub now at mid-shin—looked around, her antennae limp, her face twisted into something between fear and commitment.

      “Soul trap,” she finally said. “Mouse to cheese. Enter for power, train. But pay price—always a price!—or get stuck.”

      “Stuck?”

      “Yes, can’t leave: stuck. Dumb dumb. I no want to be stuck! I make you strong. You get us out. We win. But first, pick me up already!”

      “Oh, sorry,” Sarah said. She picked up and placed the fairy on her shoulder. “Now what? How do we leave? There are no doors.”

      “This be challenge room,” Apology Thirteen said. “Complete challenge, reveal door. Fail challenge, die. There, look!”

      A gray crystal—two handspans tall—slid from a hole at the center of the room. It lifted up into the air and rotated slowly. A whispering sensation slithered out of it, beckoning.

      Touch. . . .

      “Good good!” Apology Thirteen said. “Gray crystal be easy challenge. There be green, blue, hmm purple or—”

      Sarah stepped forward and tapped the crystal.

      “Why you do that!”

      “Do what?”

      “You touched crystal!”

      “No I didn’t,” she said with an annoyed eye roll. Honestly, they were both standing here and . . . Wait. She was, in fact, a step closer than she remembered being. “What just happened?”

      “You touched crystal, dumb dumb. We no ready. You no select first skill.”

      The crystal dissolved into a sandstorm of gray. The fragments, a cloud of shimmering dust in the air, split and flowed toward two spots in the room, then curved into spinning circles, shapes quickly forming from within.

      Sarah took a few steps back. “Shoo-it!”

      “Shoo-it?”

      “Shit! I’ve always said shoot so . . . Whatever, it doesn’t matter. You said gray was easy, right? Like the daytime monsters?”

      “Eh, easiest of challenges, but—”

      The blur of something sliced through the air and caught Apology Thirteen. She shot backward, a short cry escaping her mouth.

      Sarah spun—fractions of a second passing slowly—and watched her fairy exude a glossy black from where an orange spine had pierced her chest. The black of her soul—not silvery white but black, as inky-black as the Mad Queen’s heart—began to envelop her, fragments turning to flakes of ash.

      She . . . died.

      It happened in an instant! Then, as if in reaction, the world burst into detail. Every color brightened, every scent had a direction to it, and every sound was dialed up to the extreme.

      The two monsters—the challenge—had a noxious, overwhelming odor, something gamy or musky and so strong she knew exactly where they were without looking. In fact, she could almost sense the path the projectile had taken to kill her fairy.

      That thought—hurt fairy, dead fairy, a spine slicing through the chest of her fairy—awoke her heart from its calm pulsing, stoking the fire within. Her essence had started to decrease from 58. And a deep focus concealed every unnecessary thought beneath a mental fog.

      Heavy breathing came from behind. Mixed within that rasping noise were other sounds: saliva dripping onto the marble; a moist, clicking noise from the monsters’ throats; a sucking buildup of air and pressure.

      Not more than three seconds after Apology Thirteen had died, the culmination of sounds climaxed into an explosive launching of more projectiles.

      Sarah whipped around and caught one—the sharp edges slicing her hand—and angled her shoulder back to dodge another.

      She flipped the spine so it pointed down in her grip and sprinted the eight steps to the closest monster, a monster that was hoglike: three feet tall of don’t-fuck-with-me muscle, dark-gray coat, and covered in orange quills.

      She didn’t think, didn’t plan, didn’t second guess. She reacted almost as if on autopilot, prompted by unfamiliar instincts that filled her with a sense of strength and confidence.

      Before realizing what had happened, the orange quill she had unceremoniously snatched from the air was now sticking out of one of the monster’s demonic black eyes.

      The three-hundred-pound beast squealed like a damn piglet. It bucked up and down, hoofed feet clopping the marble floor. The quills coating its body extended in all directions, and with its thrashing movement, it rammed against her side.

      Sarah gasped. She stumbled backward and crashed to the ground. A -18 in red slipped up toward the ceiling and its fragments of glass.

      Three punctures of fiery, sharp pain had cut straight through whatever it was that was guiding her, filling her with confidence. And with its abrupt abandonment, tendrils of fear squirmed their way in like a swarm of hungry eels.

      Her armor didn’t do anything! In fact, the holes in her side—black and ugly and stinging fiercely—fractured into thousands of minuscule lines zig-zagging their way through the armor, growing thicker until there was nothing but flakes to drift away, replaced by her brown robe.

      Colors—dim, dull colors in a dim, dull world lacking all the acute details as before—coalesced in the air above the monster she had stabbed, rendering its health bar and information.
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      The second Daemerres made a now-familiar spitting sound. A spine slammed into her; its sharp point embedded itself just below her collarbone.

      Sarah held her breath against the pain, teeth grinding. An animalistic whimper escaped her throat. It was a sound so small, so weak, so pathetic that she hated it, hated that it came from her, hated the fear that made her fingers shake as she grabbed the spine’s stub and pulled.

      Her body fought to keep the foreign object, refusing to let it go, flooding her shoulder in molten agony.

      Fear, pain, hate . . . it swirled and swirled and swirled within until something snapped!

      It wasn’t a physical thing. It wasn’t the barbed spine that tore her black soul, inch by terrible inch. It was a frail lifeline between her old self and new.

      That cavity that had filled itself with fear, self-pity, and powerlessness . . . burned. Those emotions were weaknesses, echoes from a past world that didn’t even exist anymore!

      In their place?

      Rage.

      Pure, unadulterated rage contained power and strength and the ability to be more than a rodent before a hunter, existing only to suffer and die.

      She ripped the rest of the spine out just as the first Daemerres charged, squealing a high-pitched whine, its many quills now angled forward.

      Her rage—stoked by hating herself, hating these monsters that had the audacity to attack her—ignited the world in wonderful bright color again. Every detail, texture, scent, noise, it all screamed to vivid life.

      She didn’t run. She didn’t try and hide or avoid the pain that would surely come.

      No. . . .

      She shoved herself forward and drove the orange quill down on the monster’s nose, yearning for all the strength she could muster. Thick swaths of essence ripped from her core and infused her arms and back.

      The impact immediately stopped the Daemerres, crushing its head into the marble floor. The stone split down the center, making a loud popping noise as jagged cracks appeared. A -24 in bold red lifted from the stunned—but not dead—monster.

      The other Daemerres, its stench revealing it from behind, attacked.

      Sarah whipped around and shoved her hand into its mouth, stopping it abruptly. She had the mind to grab hold of its slippery tongue, intent on ripping the damn thing out.

      It chomped down, her fingers . . . gone, turning them into stubs, their ends black. Pain clawed at her mind, trying to wrench control from her.

      But no! She wouldn’t let go of this rage. She wouldn’t allow herself to feel or think. As long as she let it burn inside, nothing else mattered; nothing could hurt her.

      She was unstoppable.

      Simple as that.

      And to repay this belligerent creature in kind, she bit its snout like an enraged beast. She clenched her jaw, her teeth piercing hairy, tough skin, and she drew in its essence.

      The monster wailed and bucked and tried to escape. The other—no longer stunned—rammed into her back. A half dozen quills sliced through her brown robe and into her skin.

      Then everything went cold. The vibrant, over-saturated colors turned gray; the noxious smells dulled; the wonderful taste of essence, hot in her mouth and that rush of warmth into the back of her mind, brushed away.

      This was death.

      She hated hated hated it!

      She wanted to be wild and fearless and terrible against the monsters of heaven. Tear them all asunder. But Death . . . said no. And her body crumbled to ash.
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      Sarah jerked awake. She sat up immediately in a large room. Polished blue granite made up the walls, stretching to a high arched ceiling. Rays of sunlight shone through stained glass windows, casting myriad colors far overhead.

      People were everywhere. Many of them wore white robes; others wore nothing at all, sitting on stone slabs butt naked, confused, and, no doubt, horrified by the overall experience.

      She . . . in this particular case, was the latter. Her body reacted without thought. She pinched her legs shut, wrapped her arms around her chest, and did her bestest to curl into a ball and disappear.

      Not contributing to the comfort at all was the deep, bone-chilling cold that seeped in from her numb butt, convincing her skin to make waves of goosebumps.

      Someone wrapped her in a white blanket from behind. The cold vanished immediately as if it had never existed. She let out a contented sigh.

      “Now now,” said a male’s voice, “you are in a safe place. Everything is going to be okay. Shhh. I just need a moment, then you can cry on my shoulder.”

      “What?” she asked, turning to find a young man with blond hair split down the side. He had a sharp face, cleanly shaved, and smelled of sage.

      He looked up from where he was adjusting a white towel on his shoulder—his eyes silver with flecks of gold—and . . . recoiled, making a surprised noise. His brows drew together; his nose wrinkled in disgust.

      The reaction stung, flooding disconnected memories of times she didn’t measure up to some required state of perfection.

      But was she so ugly. . .?

      Had he not been the one to kindly give her a blanket in her moment of need, she might have said something rude. Then again, confronting people had never been her go-to response. The fact that she even considered it was distressing.

      Now, confusingly, he seemed to be trying to get a glimpse of her chest. What a perv! She wrapped the blanket tighter around herself and glared. Fragments of rage swirled to life, seemingly easier to provoke than ever before.

      A sensation struck at her core. It was similar to what she had felt after meeting Reditus Prisha. It held a sense of inquiry and curiosity more so than a lewd desire.

      He made an Oh sound, and said, “You’re a vampire?” His voice held an edge of surprise. “Very interesting. I wasn’t aware Olindale had vampires.”

      Sarah nodded once, her emotions tripping over each other. It was a misunderstanding? Why was she jumping to every wrong conclusion?

      “Apologies for my reaction. What you are does not matter. I am here for you,” he said with a small smile and bowed his head. “Death can be such a traumatic experience. Let me bear your tears.”

      Death was an enraging experience. She didn’t want to cry, to sob into this man’s shoulder and talk about the monsters that had attacked her. She wanted to march right back out there and claw their terrible fucking hearts out!

      She . . . did?

      Yes!

      No. . . .

      What was happening to her? The rage came hot, but as soon as there wasn’t something to focus it on, it melted away, leaving the world feeling cold and distant.

      She would have never wanted to kill anything just a day ago. Now it was the first thing on her mind when she woke. She was turning into a monster worse than anything she had fought.

      The man stepped close and gently touched her head, guiding her face to his shoulder. “Sh shh shhh. It’s okay,” he whispered.

      She pushed back. “I don’t want to cry.”

      “You don’t?” he asked, eyebrows pinched in confusion, head cocked to the side.

      “No.”

      “Bu-but I got the towel ready.” He pointed at the towel as if he needed it to protect his white robes from the tears of the recently deceased.

      “I don’t—”

      “Yes, you don’t understand,” he said with renewed patience, speaking in a soothing tone. “This is how it works. You are a woman. You died. So go ahead and cry on me. Just let it out. Let me take all of your pain away.”

      “I’m about to give you some pain,” she said tersely, the words escaping her mouth before she could stop them. But they felt oh-so-deliciously good, and she really did want to kick him in the gonads or something.

      A hand gently pressed down on her shoulder from behind. “This one’s mine,” Reditus Prisha said. “But thanks for getting her a blanket, Reditus Alious, is it?”

      His features, depicting endearing patience, dissolved to a hard look, one of annoyance. He seemed ready to challenge her for the honor of—as Apology Thirteen had called it—being Sarah’s door greeter.

      He nodded. “And you, who might you be?”

      “Prisha, Reditus, officially assigned to Sarah by the God of Games, Gameus himself.”

      If this surprised him, he didn’t let it show. He bowed his head slowly and motioned to Sarah. “If you so claim.”

      “I do. Plenty of other fish in the sea. I trust you’ll get on just fine.”

      He huffed, tore his tear-rag from his shoulder, and marched away into the crowd.

      “What a butt-ass . . . hole,” Sarah said, the words tumbling out as if drunk.

      “Oh, darling, all guys are”—she snickered—“butt-assholes, I say. I’d think you, of all us womenfolk, would know that better than anyone.”

      Reditus Prisha turned and grasped the sides of Sarah’s arms. “Enough of that. More importantly, you’ve had your first death! Was it exhilarating or terrifying? It usually lands in one of those two camps.”

      Sarah thought back to the encounter, the fear and rage, the sense of being in control and wanting to fight. And all that torturous pain. She finally said, “Both?”

      “Ha! That don’t surprise me one smidge. You’re starting to see what it’s truly like to have a class and one that’s truly unique. I’m sure things are a bit confusing.

      “Most classes change core elements about ourselves, you see? I’ve seen a super klutz choose the Sisters of Death—they’re snakes, representing the assassin class—and he became an expert tumbler almost overnight!”

      “Really? What does being a vampire do?”

      “You tell me, girl. You’re the vampire.”

      “Right,” Sarah said. There were all sorts of different feelings pulsing through her, too many to categorize and analyze. She felt entirely different, not the bookworm anymore, looking for a quiet hole to hide in.

      Two slabs away, above the tan stone, nearly imperceptible essence started to gather and braid itself together. Flakes of color formed into a guy, one that still had armor equipped.

      He sat up and punched the stone, then inspected his fingers and sighed. A white-robed figure approached him, whispering words of comfort.

      Behind him, zipping through the air on purple wings, was Virgil’s fairy. She glided around people, evidently looking for her Chosen.

      “Rage,” Sarah said as the sensation burned to life in her chest and the colors grew more vivid. She looked back to Reditus Prisha. “I’ve always had some sense of it, but nothing so . . . visceral.”

      “Hmm, interesting. Well, girl, it don’t take a psychologist to see you’re feeling a healthy dose of it right now, aren’t you?”

      Sarah nodded, sensing a trace of shame mixing with the rage. The inability to control her emotions was nothing other than abject failure. She wasn’t a damn kid anymore, prone to temper tantrums.

      “And what’s it like, this rage?”

      “Like? It’s . . . poison. I don’t want to feel it, be controlled by it. I want it to stop.” All the saturated colors of the room dimmed.

      Reditus Prisha didn’t say anything, which seemed to indicate that this exploration of troublesome emotions wasn’t over.

      Sarah thought about it some more, then said, “It also, I don’t know, makes the world bright and vivid? And”—a memory of fighting the Daemerres shifted to the forefront—“I feel unstoppable. There’s no thinking, no worrying. Nothing else matters except . . .” she paused, not loving the revelation that was quickly making itself known.

      “It’s important,” Reditus Prisha said. “You’ve undergone a lot of changes, experienced things so radically different from your norm, not processing it ain’t gonna make things easier.”

      “It’s . . . desire,” Sarah said. “I’ve always wanted things. I’m terrible at telling myself no if you can’t tell. Diets in the face of doughnuts are impossible.”

      “Pfft! No such thing as a diet in heaven, you hear? And if you lose any more weight, I wouldn’t be surprised if you didn’t just vanish on us.”

      Sarah scrunched her nose. She was no stranger to body positivity—she did her darnedest to respect her body no matter how much the scale fought her—but this was downright delusional. Vanish? Ha!

      Alas, all this thinking about food had her wanting to invade an all-you-can-eat buffet. She swung her feet over the ledge of the stone slab and hopped down.

      Her stomach grumbled. The poor thing—coming from a wantless life—needed to know whether or not she could actually eat.

      “Can I eat food?” Sarah asked. “Real food, delicious food, the kind you have to chew? AKA, it’s not just essence, is it?”

      “Oh, I . . .” Reditus Prisha made a thoughtful face, then said, “You want to find out?”

      “More than you can imagine.”

      The woman summoned her phone. “I don’t have much on me, but we don’t need much to test, do we now? Have you tried casadielles before?”

      “What are they?”

      “Oh, darling, you’re in for such a treat! I mean . . . if you can keep it down—that’s the real test, ain’t it?”

      Sarah nodded. Her stomach’s apprehension made a grumbling noise.

      “Well, if you can, you’re simply going to love Olindale. It’s so full of wonderful pastries from all of Earth’s countries and times. Then some of the best treats I’ve had are uniquely imagined in heaven.

      “Lots of strange ingredients here. Duqiom nuts, for instance, taste like cinnamon and milk! And depending on when you pick them, they have a strong earthy nut taste or are . . . literally poison. So maybe avoid them in the wilds? Anyway, the bakers have come up with all sorts of treats based on those nuts alone.

      “But I’m getting ahead of myself, aren’t I? A casadiella is a fried stuffed pastry. They fill the insides with chopped walnuts mixed with an aniseed liquor, originally found in Spain, I think. It would be my honor to share my last one with you!”

      Reditus Prisha pressed a few buttons on her phone. The outline of something narrow and a few inches long materialized in front of her.

      She took it by the middle, pinched between two fingers. As she did, it filled in with fragments of a tannish-orange color like an egg roll. The ends were crimped, and the entire thing was covered in powdered sugar.

      Anything covered in powdered sugar had to be simply delightful. Sarah’s stomach agreed, whole-stomachedly.

      Reditus Prisha tore it in half, revealing the brown filling, and handed one side over. “Take it slow, will you? We don’t know what will happen.”

      Sarah nodded. The pastry was hot. Steam wafted up from the torn end. “How is it still hot?”

      “Oh, that’s right, I keep forgetting you don’t know much about heaven. It’s too bad your divinity couldn’t impart knowledge as to how the world works. But it’s no matter.

      “Items stored in your inventory don’t lose the qualities they had when stored. Food items still expire with time, but they keep their freshness up to the very last second.

      “The bakers wait until the food is at its perfect serving temperature before storing them. This way, you always get the best. Heaven is cool like that, you know?”

      Sarah didn’t, but she was starting to see. She lifted the pastry to her nose and breathed in its nutty-sweet scent, lightly accented with what smelled like licorice.

      She took a bite, the crust crunchy, the insides soft and flavorful. It had a very unique taste, one she didn’t immediately like, but having gone without food for eons, she wasn’t about to be picky.

      She swallowed and didn’t want to stop, but stop she did, anxiously waiting to see if the ticking time bomb would explode. If she threw up, she might as well just walk herself straight to the Primordial Sea of Souls and dive in.

      She shared a look with Reditus Prisha. The kindly woman watched, her eyebrows arched questioningly.

      Something . . . stirred within. Sarah clamped her jaw shut, shooting don’t-you-dare! thoughts to her belligerent stomach; this was its idea to begin with!

      But, as if in stubborn reply, an angry pressure rushed up through her. She spun away from Reditus Prisha—shielding her from whatever terribleness would happen next—grabbed the stone slab, and . . . belched.

      It was a troll’s belch, horribly loud and gaseous and wet, flinging specks of saliva into the startled ghostly-white face of a recently Returned woman on Sarah’s stone.

      The woman jolted away, lost her balance, and disappeared over the side. Leather armor and chain made a slapping noise against the tiles.

      Sarah gasped, one hand reaching out to the empty space that had once occupied the woman; her other hand guarded her mouth in case it decided to release a noxious plague onto the land.

      “Oh my God!” she said. “I’m so-so-sooo stupidly sorry. I didn’t know you were there. Let me—”

      “Help?” Reditus Alious said, gliding in from nowhere and lifting the poor woman to her feet. “I think you have helped enough.” He then wiped spittle from the woman’s face and said to her, “You look unmistakably cry-worthy.”

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and directed her away, only to then glance back at Reditus Prisha as if to dare her to claim another from him.

      “That guy has a serious fetish. . . .” Sarah said, speaking through her fingers.

      Reditus Prisha laughed. “Don’t you go on worrying about him. How do you feel, hmm? Not sick?”

      “Not sick, but a bit bubbly?”

      “Oh, that’s to be expected. Some new souls don’t adjust to food right away. But, I’d say, you’ll be just fine and dandy.”

      Sarah nodded, relieved to finally put that question to rest. And it made sense, now in hindsight, for how could this really be heaven if it denied her the simple pleasures of food?

      Apology Thirteen flew around a party of three. “Look look!” she yelled, pointing toward her back. “Wings! I miss wings. Wings be back. You no touch them again!”

      “Well, that’s hardly fair,” Reditus Prisha said. “You know well enough it wasn’t her fault.”

      Sarah ate the last bite of her casadiella, pleased to find no adverse reaction other than her stomach demanding two dozen more.

      As to the delicacy of fairy wings, well, she wasn’t entirely sure she was without fault. There were so many conflicting emotions running rampant through her.

      She eyed her fairy’s blue wings appreciatively and infused her voice with an element of yearning. “I’ll only nibble on them.”

      Apology Thirteen shook her head violently. “No no no no no! No nibble. Wings no food, dumb dumb! I forgive first time, not second. But if you want to eat fairy, hehe”—she had a gleam in her eyes—“eat friend! Number twelve.”

      Sarah laughed. “I don’t want to eat any fairy.” But that—she realized—was a lie, a big-fat-stupid lie. The mere thought of sinking her teeth into the small but succulent creatures made her shiver in anticipation.

      They were like mini candy bars without the need to remove the wrapper or those tiny bottles of rum you got in your hotel suite. Huh. Was she going to think this way about everyone she met?

      Reditus Prisha cut in. “As much as I’d like for us to stand around and chitchat, the day is quickly coming to an end, and you, my dear,” she said to Sarah, “don’t appear to have any clothes.”

      Apology Thirteen shook her head. “Not true! Bat divinity send gift. Very strong armor.”

      Sarah raised an eyebrow, then a spark of that familiar sense of rage started to swirl into her chest. If she had armor, she might have survived her last encounter. “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Before you—dumb dumb—touched crystal. I your Interface. I have messages en weapons en armor en loots you find. Want see?”

      “Of course I do! I definitely don’t want to be naked.” She motioned to herself, and the blanket slid down one shoulder.

      Prying eyes seemed to be trying to pull her blanket free. She glared at one Peeping Tom across the room, and he immediately looked away.

      That had never really happened before, not the confrontational—I see you—glaring and not the controlling of what others did or felt. It was a new and thrilling sensation.

      She had also never gotten this much attention before. Then again, she had never thought to leave home without a good set of clothes on, either.

      Apology Thirteen pointed her finger and waved it out in front of herself. The air shimmered, and flakes of color gathered. “This be message.”

      
        
        ¤ Mail

        × Subject: You Are Fucking Badass!

        ·

        » Helloooo to my favorite follower! In accordance with the Codex of Divine and Soul Relations, I owe you something worthy of your help, and your help helped mucho mucho! So take this armor. I think it will look fantabulous on you.

        —Sangviteus

      

      

      Attached to the message was a set of rare chain armor, presented as an icon. Sarah tried to tap the icon, but her finger went through the display.

      “You no touchy,” Apology Thirteen said, slapping Sarah’s finger. “I be Interface, duh. Tell me en I make happen.”

      “How do I see its information?”

      “Don’t be dumb dumb! I just say, ask en I make happen. Want information? You say. . .?”

      Sarah glared. It was starting to feel very natural, this glare. And it coincided with the swirling sparks of rage in her chest. Maybe giving her inner demon an early snack wouldn’t be a terrible thing.

      “Okay okay!” Apology Thirteen said, throwing up her hands. “I show stats.” She changed the information in the air, murmuring under her breath, “Use words. Sheesh.”

      
        
        ¤ Sedupoco Chainmail [65ap]

        × Rare Armor · Lvl. 3

        » Durability: 65/65

        ·

        « Effects

        » +2 to Dexterity

      

      

      Wow. This was a whole lot better than ¤ Basic Green Hood. It had twice the armor points. She would have certainly won that last fight had she worn this!

      “Can I equip it?” Sarah asked.

      “Yes yes! Say ‘Equip Sedupoco Chainmail’ en I make happen.”

      “You know what I want. Just do it.”

      “I no make rules. They exist for reason, even if I . . . don’t know reason. But fine! We no follow dumb dumb rules. See what happen.”

      Apology Thirteen waved her hand as if directing music. A white orb jumped out of her display and shot into Sarah.

      Sarah stood taller. The material wrapped around her, feeling quite supportive of her chest and waist, and yet still lightweight and free.

      She slid the blanket off and immediately sensed a room full of dangerous predators, their eyes focusing down on her. Instincts demanded she fight, and without further ado, she punched the closest googly-eyed man in the nose.

      He swore loudly and stumbled backward into a few others like a bowling ball to pins, scattering people in all directions.

      Someone yelled.

      Someone whistled.

      Then Reditus Prisha wrapped the blanket around Sarah and ushered her toward a hallway as a means to escape.

      “What’s happening?” Sarah demanded to know. Was this because she broke her fairy’s arbitrary rule? She searched for Apology Thirteen in the confusion to tell her to unequip the cursed armor. Rules, henceforth, will be followed to a tee.

      In the search, however—while diving through the throngs of white-robed door greeters and the recently Returned—Sarah caught a glimpse of a gorgeous woman.

      Jealousy, oddly similar to the sensation of rage, burned hot. What the hell was up with these emotions! Yes, she was no stranger to jealousy before death, but not to this extent.

      The woman she saw, who seemed to have appeared and disappeared like a fancy magic trick, had bright-red hair, loose curls, and perfectly white skin as if she had never been touched by the sun.

      There was a stark difference between that flash of beauty and Sarah. Pale or glow-in-the-dark were the unflattering adjectives used to describe her, often with a snicker and a suggestion to go outside, live a little.

      But the white of that woman was like a statue, a carving in alabaster. She didn’t have pale skin. She had the skin of a goddess.

      If Sarah had a camera, she’d hunt that exotic creature down—amidst a room full of enemies, no less—snap a dozen pictures like rabid paparazzi, then throw them at Sangviteus while shouting, “This! This is what I want to be.”

      She wanted the impossible. And apparently, she wanted it so damn much that instead of the typical fight or flight response, her mind got tangled up in the frivolous concerns of beauty.

      Reditus Prisha hurried them down the hallway and into a dressing room. Her cheeks were more on the rosy side than her natural undertones. She slammed the door behind them.

      “Hey!” Apology Thirteen yelled from the other side. “You no lock me out! I important Interface!”

      Sarah opened the door long enough for her fairy to fly in. “What’s going on!” she asked—cutting off Apology Thirteen’s protest—while wrestling with a fit of all-consuming jealousy that was now losing its battle to a sense of hopelessness. No amount of stair climbing and swearing would achieve the impossible. Sarah wasn’t unattractive, but she’d never be . . . that.

      Reditus Prisha—oddly silent given everything that just happened—took Sarah by the shoulders, spun her toward a full-length mirror, and pulled the blanket free.

      Sarah whipped around, confused. Somehow, that woman was in here with them! New questions were bubbling to the surface: how did she get her hair to look like that, to have the perfect amount of sheen and bounce; what lotion did she use to make her skin divine?

      But the woman didn’t exist in the room. She only existed in the magical mirror. Sarah was one-tenth of a second away from spurting out her questions before she stopped.

      The woman in the mirror was staring back in wide-eyed wonder. She slowly reached up and touched her cheek, then brushed her fingers through her hair.

      I’m . . . her. . .?

      Her nose tingled, and her eyes watered, her very bright, very red eyes. This all served as a massive distraction from the other alarming thing that was only now percolating toward awareness.

      What was she wearing?

      Lingerie.

      Chainmail lingerie.

      The tiny interconnected chains barely covered her breasts and . . . She touched her exposed stomach, her skin soft but firm. “I have abs?” she asked no one in particular, wonderstruck.

      Emotions fought for center stage. The first was a burning embarrassment hot at the tips of her ears for wearing this in that crowded room; no wonder there was such a reaction! But then realization crashed through the lingering sense of shock and drunken giddiness. It was a cold, depressing, and familiar understanding.

      This . . . of course . . . was a dream.

      A stupid, stupid dream! Dreams were so-so-so-very cruel and sometimes felt too damn real. They always tantalized you with your deepest desires only to then thrust you back into reality.

      Enough of this.

      It was time to wake up.

      She covered her eyes with her fingers, then manually peeled them open, forcing this little nightmare to be over.

      “What in all the heavens are you doing?” the fake Reditus Prisha asked, sharing a look with the equally fake Apology Thirteen.

      “I’m going to wake up,” Sarah replied with conviction, then gave her perfectly firm abs a sharp pinch, the kind that would jolt the dead back to life.

      She didn’t feel a thing! Not any pain, at least. Which was just further proof that she was, in fact, asleep. Maybe if she ran headfirst into the wall? Ballsy . . . but it had to work.

      “Wo-wo-woah, girl!” Reditus Prisha said, catching Sarah’s arm. “You’ve got a little crazy bone in you, you do. But you ain’t sleeping. Or if you are, that’d mean I’m not real, and darling, I’m as real as they come.”

      “I don’t look like that!” Sarah said, pointing to the mirror.

      Reditus Prisha cocked a disbelieving eyebrow.

      “I’m serious. I’m . . .”

      “Pudgy,” Apology Thirteen said unhelpfully.

      Sarah gave her a stern look. “I wouldn’t go that far. A few extra pounds, yes, but—”

      “Maybe,” Reditus Prisha said, taking Sarah’s shoulders and turning her back toward the mirror, “this is one of those class changes? If so, I picked the wrong class. Where do I line up for a do-over, hmm?

      “I’m joking. I’m quite happy in my own skin. But this ain’t about your skinny white ass. It’s about that armor, I say. It just don’t leave much to the imagination, does it?

      “I mean, if that’s what you want, no judgment from me. Honest to God. If you’ve got it, flaunt it, my momma always said. But if not, you were giving all them people back there a free show.”

      “I like!” Apology Thirteen said, fluttering around them, nodding approvingly. “Almost as sexy as me!”

      Sarah might absolutely love the shape of her body, the look of her skin—how it almost glowed—and her eyes . . . It so made sense why everyone flinched when they looked at her; she wanted to flinch.

      There was no color of red that matched her eyes, not a single shade, but many. Her irises sparkled, light and dark reds mixing and moving slowly, surrounded by dark eyelashes as if she was wearing mascara.

      But despite this miracle body, there was no way in hell she’d saunter out in front of all those people wearing this. What was Sangviteus thinking!

      “I can’t wear this,” Sarah said, looking to Reditus Prisha. “But”—she grimaced—“I don’t have any other clothes.”

      “Well then, looks like we’re going shopping!”

      “But I don’t have any money, either. Maybe I could just borrow the blanket?”

      “Don’t be silly! Do you think Gameus would send you in here with nothing? I’ve got vouchers!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah stepped out into the cool dusk air of a very active cobblestone street. The cemetery, what the Reditai—priests of Light—called the room with all the stone slabs, was surrounded by buildings.

      Gameus had called this a corrupted kingdom, but it was nothing of the sort. Everything had an exquisite grandness about it, from the stonework of white marble to the topiaries and flower gardens.

      Stores lined the street. They had large display windows lit by glowing crystals to show off all manner of wares, from butter-polished bread to purple pillows with sleep enchantments.

      One window had a shirtless man flexing and winking at anyone that would give him more attention than the adjacent store’s display of a dozen dancing kittens.

      Across the street, in another display, a scantly clad woman—wearing more clothes than Sarah was beneath her blanket—spun on a dancing pole while blowing kisses that materialized and drifted out into the street, projecting the sound of a moan.

      And then there were all the people, scads of people going about their business as if it were just another Monday, a Monday that happened to include riding on the backs of lions and tigers and bears . . . oh my.

      Rickshaws raced around the moving crowd, calling out, “On your left!” as they sprinted by. And others stood in long lines waiting to be seated at what appeared to be restaurants.

      Sarah’s stomach grumbled. She was stomach-eating-itself famished. The casadiella was but a tiny bite that had only ignited her hunger, which, given the savory scents of the divine—literally—food, made her want to reprioritize her sense of propriety: Food was certainly more important than clothing! Er . . . maybe?

      Reditus Prisha walked past and down a set of stone stairs, waving for Sarah to follow. “Well now, would you look at this? I’ve heard the stories of the Mad Queen’s realm, but they made it sound like some dungeon, not a thriving city!”

      “You’ve never been here?” Sarah asked, quickly catching up and narrowly avoiding an armored ox with an equally armored man riding on top.

      The abrupt motion sent her blanket fluttering up to reveal her legs and soft-soled sandals, the tops adorned in matching chainmail as if her feet deserved more protecting than . . . well, practically everything else.

      “Not a once,” Reditus Prisha said, leading the way up the street. “We’re walking inside a cautionary tale, we are. Most avoid this place. The Reditai have to get express permission to enter and a blessing”—she flashed the back of her hand that had white symbols on it—“or risk never leaving since fighting ain’t our calling, you know?”

      “Door greeters weak!” Apology Thirteen said, fluttering nearby.

      “Pfft! I ain’t no door greeter, Fly. I chose to forgo the fight to help others. Violence isn’t always the answer, and as such, I haven’t cultivated those skills, not that I couldn’t.”

      “I wish I didn’t have to fight,” Sarah said over the commotion of people, but the words somehow felt hollow like an echo of who she was, trapped in the mundane cycle of life.

      “Oh, darling, when you win this, you can do whatever you want. You could become a priest of Light, and we can explore all of Olindale together!”

      “Boring boring,” Apology Thirteen said, shaking her head. “Heaven be adventure! Sit in cemetery, wait for Return? No fun!”

      “It’s not boring if you have a book. But of course, that would require you to know how to read, wouldn’t it?”

      Apology Thirteen pinched her lips shut, folded her arms, sniffed, and looked away.

      “You can’t read?” Sarah asked.

      “No fairy can,” Reditus Prisha said. “What’s more, if I’m not mistaken, it goes against their few laws to learn.”

      “But she’s my Interface. She’s like a living encyclopedia. I’ve seen her draw up words of my stats and that First Drink trait.”

      Apology Thirteen glanced back and sighed. “That be SSS, not me.”

      “What’s an SSS?”

      She turned in the air, one antenna raised. “You no know? All fairies have SSS: Super Smart Snail.”

      “A snail?” Sarah laughed and looked to Reditus Prisha, who shrugged. This was getting stranger by the second. And not just any snail, a smart snail.

      Apology Thirteen held out her hand, palm up. Flakes of gold gathered into the shape of an incredibly tiny, glowing snail. “I think question, it give answer.”

      Reditus Prisha made an Ah sound. “It’s gotta be their equivalent of a soul device.”

      At least that made a little more sense. But then the unthinkable question needed a confirmation. Sarah asked again, “So you really can’t read?”

      Apology Thirteen frowned and shook her head. The snail flaked away.

      That was so dreadfully depressing. To live without reading was to not live at all. How did they learn new skills or be inspired by the adventures and accolades of some fairy hero? And, oh no . . . no spicy monster romance books at night. . . .

      By all accounts of Apology Thirteen’s reaction, she didn’t much care for this illiteracy law. She turned and flew ahead of them, bobbing in the air, slumped forward as if her body was carrying an invisible weight.

      Well, that’s that. “I’m going to teach you,” Sarah said, a spark of defiance mixing with the all-too-present sense of rage, this time at the injustice of such a ridiculous law.

      Apology Thirteen perked up. “Really?”

      “You mustn’t!” Reditus Prisha said, holding a hand out to stop Sarah from crashing into a trio of men who might have been guards wearing matching blue uniforms.

      The men cut through the foot traffic toward what looked like a karaoke bar, a half-giant man on stage, belting out the lyrics to that Titanic song by Celine Dion. He wasn’t half bad.

      “Shhh! You no talk, dumb dumb!”

      “Well,” Sarah said, her mind mounting a defense as if she were back in elementary school debate class—that C+ was criminal; talking in front of everyone is hard!—“and correct me if I’m wrong since this world is so stupid confusing, but we’re not in the fairy realm anymore, are we?”

      Reditus Prisha sighed. “No, but—”

      “You shut mouth!” Apology Thirteen yelled. “My decision. I learn words, yes?”

      “Yes,” Sarah said with a firm nod. She would defy any world that stripped its people of the most basic of education and the joys that came from it. “You help me survive, I’ll teach you how to read and write.”

      “You do you, alright?” Reditus Prisha said and summoned her phone. “I ain’t gonna mess with walking that fine legal line. But I ain’t gonna stop you neither.”

      Apology Thirteen grinned and zipped away, throwing puffs of blue fairy dust like fireworks, grabbing the attention of all sorts of people in the crowded street.

      There were merchants at booths and storefronts calling out different items they were buying or selling: hides, meat, cotton, junk parts, and all sorts of other sundries and knickknacks.

      A party of two shouted, “Looking for a group? We need a cleric or support. No taint beyond your wrist. Over level twenty!”

      “Hmm,” Reditus Prisha mused, holding her phone out as if to get a signal. It was an old boxy Nokia phone. The pixelated screen didn’t even have color—it certainly wouldn’t play Candy Crush—and currently depicted what might be a map with lines for streets and boxes for buildings.

      “Do you get cell reception here?” Sarah asked. “It just seems so out of place that you have a phone.” This was, after all, a fantasy world, not to mention heaven. What service provider did heaven have?

      Reditus Prisha laughed. “This ain’t no phone. It’s my soul device, silly. And you’ll get your very own once you win.”

      “A . . . Nokia phone?”

      “I certainly hope not! You’ll get whatever makes the most sense to you and the time when you died. When I died, these were top of the line. But I could use an upgrade. Something with a bigger screen would do nicely, I say.

      “But”—she sighed—“upgrades are expensive! You’d think dear ol’ Gameus would give us a discount, but no. It don’t help that being a priest of Light doesn’t exactly pay a lot, you know? It’s more of a passion job.”

      Sarah tightened the blanket around herself. “I really appreciate your help. For one, I don’t know what I’d do without this blanket.”

      “Be sexy!” Apology Thirteen said, flying up from behind. She didn’t understand the very simple desire of not looking like a Playboy cover model while walking down the street.

      Sarah had always avoided the spotlight. Always, always. But that might be a bit more difficult now.

      The mere fact that she looked the way she did was still buzzing down to her toes and back up. There was a nearly irresistible desire to burst out into happy singing and dancing like a Disney princess after her first true love’s kiss.

      She reeled in this jubilation before it got out of hand, and said, “It’s . . . not exactly proper attire.”Maybe all she needed was a normal set of clothing to wear over it?

      “If you no like, I wear! I need armor. Challenge rooms scary. Monsters attack me! Dumb dumb monsters.”

      Sarah laughed. “This definitely wouldn’t fit you. My crotch chain—or whatever the stupid thing is called—could wrap you twice over. And,” she whispered, “probably not smell very nice.”

      “Ewww.”

      “You don’t know how many steps I’ve taken! Or do you?”

      Apology Thirteen tapped her temple, then her eyes went wide. “Nine hundred flights of stairs! I sorry you dumb dumb en no take elevator. En stink like sweaty pig.”

      Sarah bristled. It wasn’t her fault she hadn’t had a shower in God knew how long.

      “But armor fit, it will! There be no sizes in heaven. I can wear it.”

      “Really?” That was . . . awesome. She’d never have to put back the perfect set of clothing because some fashion debutant didn’t account for realistic people sizes. Then again, that probably wouldn’t have mattered so much anymore.

      Reditus Prisha stopped and pointed to a store with a front display of various styles of armor, from leather to plate. “This is it! I think. . .? It’s kind of hard to read this map, but if I’m right, it’s the best—voucher-accepting—armor shop in the kingdom.”
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      Reditus Prisha marched up the stone steps to a thick wooden door and swung it open. Three translucent bells—pink, blue, and yellow—floated into the shop, ringing and fading.

      A few customers glanced over and then back at whatever set of armor had caught their eye. A cheerful-looking large man waved a helper over to take his place and turned to Reditus Prisha.

      “Hello hello!” he said in a loud voice. “I’m Buru, and if you be looking for armor, I be having it, indubitably!”

      He had unruly orange hair, round features, and pink cheeks beneath a set of massive spectacles with multiple lenses that could be adjusted like a microscope.

      Sarah stepped in behind Reditus Prisha. The shop was a lot bigger inside than the outside had portrayed. Half a dozen spacious aisles displayed different types of armor on mannequins. They were posed as if in the middle of an epic battle. The murals painted behind them added to the effect.

      The center of the shop had a wooden counter submerged in a chaotic array of scrap materials, tools, and thin pattern sheets. A mason jar with a sign asking for tips contained hovering white balls like glowing cotton.

      The walls—from floorboards to ceiling—were plastered with Polaroid pictures of the shop owner and happy new customers wearing their happy new armor.

      Buru stared at Sarah for a long moment, and that familiar sensation of curiosity stroked her core. He turned to the counter, grabbed a plate of something, and presented it. “Candied eyeball? Fresh from the swamp rooms.”

      Sarah grimaced, nose crinkled. Her brain screamed Disgusting! and her stomach screamed Take the fucking eyeball! So she pinched one of the toothpicks that speared a glossy green sugarcoated sphere and . . . held it.

      “Your eyes,” he said, “shimmering rubies!”

      “Thanks.”

      “You are new, I can tell. Eat! Partake of this delicacy. And you, priest,” he said, offering Reditus Prisha an eyeball, which she took and popped into her mouth without hesitation.

      Well . . . food was food, right? And Sarah’s stomach was quite insistent. She bit into the eye, and viscous white fluid seeped out. It tasted like a Cadbury creme egg!

      Buru laughed at her expression and nodded in silent agreement that they were, indeed, disgustingly delightful. He returned the plate to the counter and said, “You are in need of armor, yes?”

      “It’s pretty obvious, I supposed,” she said.

      “Very much so. But worry not my naked customer. What you need is what I have, indubitably! Be it cheap or expensive.”

      “She no naked!” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Woah, what is this? A pet fairy? Never once have I seen such a curious thing.”

      “I no pet. I be Interface!”

      Buru raised a bushy eyebrow. “It speaks!” He looked to Reditus Prisha as if to see if she was seeing the same thing he was.

      “My charge, Sarah,” she said, “doesn’t have a soul device, not yet. The fairy is a . . . hmm, temporary necessity and unfortunate annoyance.”

      “I— You— Err!” Apology Thirteen dashed around Buru and landed on the plate of eyeballs; they were as big as her head, but that didn’t stop her from snatching one and carrying it off to the top of the closest armor rack.

      Buru nodded. “Curious indeed! But if you be having ID, I be not the one to judge.”

      “ID?” Sarah asked. “I don’t have my purse or driver’s license or . . . library card.” The admission stung. That frayed library card had been with her since she was six.

      “Hoho! No card. ID . . . Identity . . . money,” he said, rubbing his fingers together. “You do understand?”

      “We have a Reditai voucher,” Reditus Prisha said.

      “Armor for a favor? Made worse trades before. Let it not stop this budding relationship. Now, your pet says—”

      “I no pet!” Apology Thirteen yelled from above, her face covered in sticky white.

      “—you are clothed beneath the blanket?” he continued, ignoring the fairy. “Strange, I say. Many a customer come to me after their walk of shame: to hit rock bottom and have no clothes. But you have clothes, armor? Show, show me what we are working with.”

      Sarah grimaced and looked about the shop at the other customers. There had to be a place more private, a place they—

      The blanket faded.

      Streams of light pulled into a white orb and shot into her barely covered chest. She sucked in a breath, eyes wide. The attention of the room—and the hum of conversation—shifted away from armor and pierced her soul.

      She prickled against the sensation of a dozen . . . What were they, requests? They were like hands reaching out to touch her, to make her skin crawl.

      “Hey!” Sarah yelled at Apology Thirteen, who had her screen out depicting a grid as if displaying an inventory. “Don’t just remove things!”

      “Woah!” Buru said, his eyes massive behind his many lenses. “You have such beautiful”—he reached out, cupping her . . .—“fingers!” He had her hand pulled up to the light, fingers interspersed with his own, which were as black as charcoal.

      “Not a trace of taint,” he said. “But were you not wrapped in a priest’s blanket? Assuredly, you have died then?”

      The question summoned a surge of emotions and visuals of the monsters she had fought. She could almost smell them, hear the sucking noise they made before firing a spine.

      That burning sensation of rage was there in an instant. Her heart started to beat faster. The many colors of the room grew more vivid, and her essence started to tick down.

      Buru released her hand and stepped back. He had a sort of nervous vibration coming from him. He looked away from her stare. “Yes, indubitably. Death has touched you as it has touched me and all those here in the Mad Queen’s realm.

      “Fortunate, you were, to have had enough ID to keep the taint at bay. Such a fleeting resource, gone before you know it.

      “Now, let my eyes feast upon your exquisite armor!” He stepped into her personal space and pressed his lenses right up to her breast, poking the intricate metal rings.

      “Unusual,” he said slowly.

      Sarah tensed. Her breasts had never—not in a day of her life or death—been scrutinized so thoroughly. Instincts demanded sweet, stupid violence, to claw his face off, to release these swirling, uncomfortable emotions into terrible action.

      He backed away, maybe sensing his imminent doom, and nodded. “Very unusual indeed, but—and this be only the professional opinion of mine—it’s quite fitting. You wear it well! It not be to your expectation? Or are you looking for a repair?”

      “It’s not armor!” Sarah said, her rage bursting out of her, making the shop owner flinch. His reaction—this happy, helpful man—sent a pang of guilt down to quell the monster within. He hadn’t done anything to deserve such an outburst.

      She said, more quietly, more gently, “I’m sorry. I’m . . . new to being a vampire.” All the vibrant colors dimmed. Rage was beginning to feel a lot like a psychedelic.

      Buru smiled a genuine smile. “Fair lady, this kingdom be full of the grim, the disheartened, and those who have lost their way. And let it be told, I have lived long enough to serve you. But, if you would allow a correction to your assumption?”

      “Uhh . . . yes?”

      “Your armor has a story I am not privy to, but it is armor. Seeing as you are a new transcendent—and truly unlucky to have found yourself here, indubitably—let me demonstrate.”

      He summoned a smartphone—one with colors and a large screen—and tapped the glass. Reditus Prisha looked at it longingly.

      Tiny streams of light formed into the outline of a narrow rectangle the same way the casadiella had. He grabbed one side, and flakes of color gathered, transforming the ethereal into material, becoming a sharp tool, maybe one for cutting leather.

      “If you would,” he said, “please hold still.”

      Sarah scrunched her forehead and caught the stares of a few customers, who immediately looked away. She really just wanted her blanket back.

      Buru, as deftly as a rogue in some heroic tale, sliced the blade across . . . her exposed stomach!

      The world stopped.

      She reacted immediately, jerking back. All the colors reignited to their true vivid selves. Every sound, every breath scraped at her eardrums. Each person had a unique scent that grounded them in this hyper-aware reality.

      Instincts took over. Warmth flowed out of her hand. Blood. Of course! There would be a lot of it. But this blood hardened into her dagger, no longer purple but a deep crimson red, fitting perfectly in her hand, ready to find a place in the soft belly of her attacker.

      Lines of essence flowed through his skin, begging to be released, to be seduced out and consumed, or split open and taken greedily.

      “Sarah!” Reditus Prisha said sternly, her voice cutting through the pulsing sound of quickening heartbeats from all around.

      Sarah blinked.

      Everyone was watching her, frozen in their shopping. “He attacked me!” she said, the rage still there, swirling around her heart like sparks ready to ignite the world ablaze.

      “No no, not an attack,” Buru said, “a . . . a . . . a demonstration. Please tell, were you hurt?”

      What a stupid question. Of course she was hurt! He sliced his blade through her stomach, a stomach she was very much attached to, one that . . . didn’t have a mark on it.

      Did his attack actually hurt? There was an expectation of pain so real she almost felt it, but . . . no, there had been no pain just as there had been no pain when she pinched herself.

      The rage quieted, falling away to the dark corners of her soul, ready to be resummoned at a moment’s notice. Shame and embarrassment hit at the same time.

      She dropped her dagger. The crimson metal didn’t clatter against the floor. It fell to a stream of flakes that scattered and faded.

      “What’s wrong with me?” she asked in a small voice, taking another step back. Being close to people seemed dangerous.

      She felt weak, light-headed, a mental fog lingering in the recesses of her brain. All she wanted to do was kill and drink essence.

      That wasn’t her!

      “I know, I know!” Apology Thirteen said. She launched herself off the armor rack—leaving behind a half-eaten eyeball—and materialized a set of words in the air.

      
        
        ¤ Empower [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

        » Vampires burn essence to empower their natural abilities. This affects their emotions and senses—sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell. Each of the five senses burn 0.2 essence per second.

        ·

        » Strength and Dexterity may be empowered in the same way. 30, 60, 90, (etc.) essence may be burned to increase one stat 2×, 3×, 4×, (etc.) for 1 second. These bonuses directly affect skills, damage, and movement.

      

      

      “En en, this one,” Apology Thirteen said.

      
        
        ¤ Predator Instincts [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

        » Vampires are predators, governed by instincts to keep them safe, help them hunt prey, and feed. Combined with Empower, vampires have a supernatural reaction speed that requires training to become proactive rather than reactive.

      

      

      “These are skills?” Sarah asked. “But I don’t want to attack anyone.”

      “Sarah,” Reditus Prisha said in a consoling voice, “this is what I meant by how classes change us. I know it’s strange, I do. When I chose Baksela the Bear as my divinity, my natural strength went crazy. Everything I touched broke.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. Some classes are easier to adjust to. Some,” she said, pointing to Sarah, “might be a bit harder. But you’ll adjust. I swear it.”

      Buru ran his fingers through his hair, a grimace on his face. “Terribly sorry, my lady. Terribly sorry! No more demonstrations. The intention was to show you how your exposed skin isn’t as exposed to attack as you may otherwise believe.”

      That didn’t make any logical sense. If he hadn’t attacked her first, she probably wouldn’t have believed him. But it was undeniably true.

      “You must understand,” Buru continued, “armor protects all aspects of you from physical and elemental damage. A blade through the eye would yield no pain or loss of vision. That be, of course, until the armor loses its armor points.”

      “Bad fat man!” Apology Thirteen said. “You damaged my armor.”

      “No no, no damage. Nothing that cannot be repaired. And repair, I will. No ID required.”

      She squished up her mouth in consideration, then, apparently finding no objection, nodded.

      “Very well, with that out of the—”

      The world shook. Little trinkets hanging on the shelves jiggled. Candied eyeballs rolled onto the floor, and lightning-fast cockroaches raced them away into little holes.

      “Danger!” Sarah said, her hyper-awareness taking hold again. A deep and terrible presence pressed down on her, coming from somewhere deep below.

      Everyone else in the shop didn’t seem remotely concerned. If anything, their lingering eyes on her form seemed to suggest . . . amusement?

      Buru laughed and waved his hand through the air. “No no, no danger. That be only Teddy.”

      “What, pray tell, is a Teddy?” Reditus Prisha asked.

      “The queen’s pet. You’ll get used to him.” He lifted a timepiece from his belt. “Woah, second dinner already. How time flies in the company of new friends.”

      Sarah forced herself to relax and, in doing so, released the essence she was burning. Somehow, she knew she was down to 23/100.

      Even without actively burning essence, the monstrous presence was still there as if watching her, eager to consume her soul.

      “Don’t you worry,” Buru said, probably picking up on her unease, “Teddy can’t get up here. He be the realm’s gate guard.”

      “And what’s that?” Sarah asked.

      “There be two ways to escape the realm: through the queen’s beast or through the challenge rooms. Every now and then, someone gets the bright idea to fight the beast.

      “Not a common thing. To be consumed by Teddy is to not Return for a long, long time. And so, indubitably, we make an event of it! Food and friends and music. There be lots of betting and cheering for the unfortunate, unwise soul.”

      “Well, that sounds exciting,” Reditus Prisha said. “Has anyone escaped that way?”

      “Not a one! But that won’t stop the next person from trying. If anything, the draw of accomplishing the impossible entices the foolhardy. That be, not to say we don’t cheer for them, wishing for their success to give us all hope.”

      “Buru, sir?” an old man asked. He had deep brown skin and neatly combed white hair.

      Buru turned to him and raised an eyebrow. “Terrell! This be our new friends, Miss Sarah and . . .”

      “Reditus Prisha.”

      “Yes, Miss Prisha! They be new to the realm.”

      Terrell gave a nervous smile, then looked apologetic. “I . . . you see, sir? I— Well—”

      “Out with it, Terrell. We don’t have all day. It be second dinner already!”

      “Yes, sir. Well, you see, my client will only buy the armor if . . . if . . . if I can get him her”—he looked at Sarah and immediately away, choosing instead to stare at her breasts; his eyes went wide and jerked down to her stomach, legs, feet, and finally anchored to the floor—“get him her,” he repeated, “contact information?

      “I’m-so-very-so-sorry-for-asking,” he said emphatically to the one remaining candied eyeball on the floor before a cockroach gleefully snatched it away.

      Sarah glanced over at a tall man with light brown skin, curly black hair down to his shoulders, some untamed stubble, and a mouth pulled into a sideways grin, revealing a golden tooth. He didn’t look away when their eyes met.

      She breathed in a shallow breath that got stuck. An unusual thrill zinged down between her very exposed shoulder blades, making her feel all the more naked under his gaze.

      Something hot and angry within dismissed the man’s affection. He wasn’t—in any sense of the word—unattractive. Not with those honey brown eyes and well-defined biceps. . . .

      But the way he looked at her was as if she were a thing worth owning. What a strange feeling. He wasn’t looking at her; he was looking at this new body. It was the most outward display of lust any man had considered tossing her way.

      This realization only stoked the anger.

      She drew her shoulders in, crossed her arms, and glared at Apology Thirteen, a fairy who was blushing through her green complexion, coyly batting her eyelashes, and wiggling her fingers in a shy wave.

      “Stop that,” Sarah said in a low growl, “and give me back my blanket!”

      Buru found the man, thrust a finger at him, and yelled, “Don’t be ridiculous! You want the brothel? Go down the street. Armor need no conditions for sale.”

      The man lost his grin and—oh, God—started to swagger over, a sharp chin held high and confident. At four steps into his grand journey, however, a black set of scale mail—currently occupied by a white mannequin—stepped off its display.

      The man jumped and squeaked, arms chopping the air above his head like a Kung Fu mantis. Those woo-worthy eyes lost their seductive charm now that they were wide and panicked.

      Whatever he was trying to do didn’t work. The armor, in a very uncaring fashion, grabbed the flailing man, threw him over its shoulder, and marched him right out the front door.

      “I’m Pedro!” the man said, reaching his desperate fingers out toward Sarah before the door slammed shut.

      “Girl,” Reditus Prisha said, “be honest, this happens a lot, don’t it?”

      “Never!”

      The door swung open again—translucent bells ringing merrily—and the armor, without a word, marched back toward its display.

      “And don’t bother—” Buru started to yell at Pedro, who was sitting on the crystal-lit street; people stepped around him while glancing into the shop. The door slammed shut again. “—returning,” Buru finished, much quieter.

      Sarah’s blanket materialized, and she tugged the edges tightly across her front, relishing the thin veil of privacy it offered.

      “That was entirely my stupid fault,” she said, shaking her head. “I am so sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about, my lady.”

      “But he was a paying customer.”

      “And this shop only sells to those who respect the armor. His insult to the craft could not be left standing. Now! Terrell, your alert on the matter be much appreciated. Please see to our other customers.”

      “Yes, sir,” Terrell said, looking much relieved.

      “And you,” Buru continued, taking Sarah by the shoulder, “let us find something befitting of your beauty, yes?”

      Sarah nodded. The quicker she could get out of this armor—armor more befitting a stripper—and into something unremarkable, the better.

      Buru led their little group down an aisle marked by a pink circle attached to a plus sign. “Reditai vouchers be not the most valuable, but there should be some armor in the back room.”

      They passed a mannequin—one that was holding perfectly still as if it weren’t ready to spring into action at any moment—and . . . oh-my-wow, did it have the most beautiful purple skirt.

      Interlaced black leather covered the torso and stomach—what an unusual concept, that. The arms were half covered, the ends accented by loose purple material to match the skirt. It was both pretty and purple!

      A white tag hung from the hipline, setting the armor at 3,299 ID. Somehow, without knowing anything about how much an ID was worth, she knew it was expensive and far beyond what a voucher—or favor—would be able to purchase.

      Buru glanced down at her, a twinkle in his eyes. He knew very well what he was doing, advertising his unattainable wares, and planning for future sales. It worked. Stupidly obvious, but damn did it work.

      They stepped through a set of swinging doors to the back room, a place full of chests, some covered in a thick layer of dust.

      “Not the finest,” he said, stopping at a plain wooden chest. He blew the dust off and unlatched the sides. “But armor be armor.”

      The chest contained a stack of flattened armor, standing upright like files in a file cabinet. Each looked quite similar to the ¤ Basic Green Hood before it was equipped.

      Buru flipped through them slowly, humming a contemplative tune. He finally stopped at one and pulled it out. “Try this on.”

      Apology Thirteen nodded. The flattened armor shifted into a white ball that jumped into Sarah’s chest. Her blanket and chain lingerie vanished into wisps of light, replaced by fragments of color that formed into a new set of armor.

      It was . . . brown, a dull, bland, very-awesomely-unattractive brown that fortunately covered all of her lady bits. If it weren’t for how it felt like wearing a rough canvas tent for two, it’d be perfect. She raised an eyebrow to Apology Thirteen to get the armor’s stats.

      The fairy, however, was quite engrossed in another matter of importance: her reflection. She had found a dusty mirror on an upper shelf and was posing while wearing Sarah’s bikini-mail. “I . . . sexy!”

      Reditus Prisha crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “She’s not keeping it, Fly. She’d be better off trading the armor for something less . . . this,” she said, pinching the end of Sarah’s shoulder pauldron.

      “No no no no no!”

      “It’s that bad?” Sarah asked.

      “Nonsense!” Buru said. “You could be wrapped in an onion skin and smell like a rose.” He smiled, cheeks and ears reddening.

      “So it’s like an onion skin. . .?”

      Reditus Prisha laughed. “Well, it ain’t no rose, I’d say.”

      Buru adjusted the lenses on his spectacles. “But maybe a trade could be mutually beneficial?”

      “No trade!” Apology Thirteen said, jumping back in the air and crossing her arms. “Challenge room be dangerous. I need good armor.”

      “You’re not a contestant,” Reditus Prisha said.

      “Contestant?” Buru asked.

      Apology Thirteen said something else, jabbing a finger at Reditus Prisha, who swatted at the fairy. This evolved to rude name-calling, swearword slinging, and crude sign language.

      Sarah gritted her teeth. Her rage—a doom bringer of hot sparks, her inner demon—wanted to be let off its leash. She hated how fast a simple annoyance made the rage swirl in her chest, and then that hate of the rage only added to it.

      None of them were on the chopping block, fighting for their lives. They didn’t know what it felt like to hang precariously above the Primordial Sea of Souls, fingers slipping.

      She cut in, taking control. This was her life, and she would make the decisions. “How much for the bikini armor?”

      “You no take!” Apology Thirteen said.

      “It’s not your armor. It was a gift to me from Sangviteus, my divinity. I’ll do with it what I wish.”

      Buru raised his eyebrows at that. “This armor be divinity made? That be rare, very rare indeed!”

      “But I need armor,” Apology Thirteen said in a tiny pleading voice.

      Sarah considered that for a moment. “Then you’ll have armor, but not that armor.” She turned back to Buru. “Rare means it’s worth something, right? Even if it’s not the most . . . typical armor?”

      Buru nodded and smiled. “Quite right, Miss Sarah. Divinity items are special, even at low levels. So let us make an arrangement, shall we?”

      To which she replied, “We shall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah left Buru’s armor shop with more than she could have hoped for. Of course, before leaving, Buru had her, Reditus Prisha, and the fairy pet pose for a photo.

      “New photo,” Buru had said, “one for you, one for the wall! Let it be proof of belonging. You be a part of this family. Welcome anytime.”

      Now, outside the shop, fluttering in the cool night air, Apology Thirteen wore the deepest of deep frowns, antennae limp. “Hate it, hate it!” she yelled, motioning to her Halloween-themed, Jack-o’-lantern armor. It clung about her middle, bulging orange with glowing yellow eyes and a jagged-tooth smile.

      “Well,” Reditus Prisha said, grinning, “I think you look adorable, I do.” She laughed and pointed. “Especially the green stem of a helmet!”

      “It’s not about the looks,” Sarah reminded them both. “But . . . if anyone could pull it off, it’s someone with green skin.”

      “Green skin pretty!” Apology Thirteen said.

      “I’m not disagreeing. Show us the stats.”

      
        
        ¤ Cursed Pumpkin [65ap]

        × Epic Armor · Lvl. 5

        » Durability: 65/65

        ·

        « Curses

        » Jack o’ Lantern’s Laugh [Lvl. 2]

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Jack o’ Lantern’s Laugh [Curse · Lvl. 2]

        » Trigger Chance: 20%

        » Interval: 5 Minutes

        ·

        » Every 5 minutes, or when hit, there’s a 20% chance [10% × Curse Level] that the cursed item summons the pitiful echoes of Stingy Jack’s laugh, condemned to wander the land, unable to enter heaven nor hell, with only an ember to light his way.

      

      

      Apology Thirteen quickly replaced the armor with her white petal sundress. “I no wear. Only in challenge room.” She then brought up the stats of Sarah’s new armor.

      Alas—but no doubt expected—the bikini-mail was not rare enough to afford the 3,299 ID armor, not even remotely close. Instead, she settled on ¤ Sumilian Hide Armor, which was far nicer than a dusty, vacuum-bagged piece of rough cloth most people would equate to wearing stitched-together hand-me-downs.

      This new armor didn’t have the beautiful strips of purple material. It was a rough hide with bunches of white wool clinging from seemingly random places. It definitely looked ruggedly adventurous, felt comfortable, and, best of all, covered everything that ought to be covered.

      
        
        ¤ Sumilian Hide Armor [50ap]

        × Uncommon Armor · Lvl. 5

        » Durability: 50/50

        ·

        « Effects

        » +1 to Strength

      

      

      Now, she drew glances from passing strangers for other reasons beyond prancing around naked. It was probably her eyes. And, oh boy, would they take some getting used to, especially at night. If the dark windows were anything to go by, her eyes seemed to give off the slightest glow.

      Quite unsettling. . . .

      Sarah yawned. Her inner demon yawned. The sun had ceded the sky to fervent blinking stars, and she was both stupidly hungry and so very beyond exhausted.

      It had been a seemingly endless day. If not for the empty pain in her stomach, she could but close her eyes and be in the realm of dreams.

      “So, where do I sleep?” she asked, watching people as they moved down the street and into all the various buildings. “And food; do you have any more vouchers?”

      Reditus Prisha grimaced, which was very much not the reaction Sarah was hoping for. Her stomach let out an exasperated grumble.

      “That there,” Reditus Prisha said, “well, there’s a smidge of problem, you see? The vouchers are only good for armor and clothes. Like it or not—and I very much don’t like it!—but even if I had this ID type of currency, I . . . well, girl, I can’t give you anything.”

      She leaned in close and whispered, “Wasn’t supposed to give you that casadiella, neither. Keep that between us, pretty please, with all the sprinkled goodies on top?”

      “Wait, what am I supposed to do then?”

      “I hate this, I do. But darling, that’s for you to figure out. You need to go make ID. I have to return for this idiotic meet-and-greet the Reditai throw whenever one of us moves to a new area.

      “Look . . . it ain’t the best, I know, but I’ve got the utmost faith in you! Go forth, kick-ass, make oodles of money, buy all the pastries, and win this damn challenge. And if you die, I’ll be right there to get you back on your feet. I swear it.”

      Reditus Prisha took a step back, her face a mixture of worry and fake enthusiasm as if she had just dropped her kid off for the first day of kindergarten.

      “But—” Sarah said. But what? Rules were rules, except these rules left her abandoned in a strange fantasy city at night with no money, no food, and no place to sleep.

      Her only friend—of human scale—shook her head, turned, and . . . left. After a few strides, she looked back as if to ensure she wasn’t being followed. She bit her lip and picked up her pace.

      Apology Thirteen pressed her thumbs to her cheeks, stuck her tongue out, and waved an ugly face.“Dumb dumb door greeter!”

      Sarah slumped and let out a deep sigh. “I’m so utterly, stupidly, beyond hungry. I’m going to pass out.”

      “No no no no no! You- no- weak. You be sexy, strong, en need motivation song! So I sing. Eye of lion. Or tiger? Rising up, back on . . . your feet? Or something like that. I just hum then.” And hum she did, grinning encouragement, bobbing her head up and down.

      Sarah laughed.

      So . . . what? She was starving and exhausted, dangling over the edge of near-certain death. But there was no stopping, no giving in, no being lazy. This was her only chance to prove to heaven that she deserved a place in it.

      “I see!” Apology Thirteen said. “Motivation song work, yes?”

      “Yes,” Sarah said with a new spark of determination. What she did and how she reacted was entirely up to her. Live or die? What a stupid question with only one possible answer. “Let’s go make some ID.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Money didn’t grow on trees, and—most unfortunately—neither did ID. The only immediate method of securing the little puffballs of glowing currency was, of course, the challenge rooms.

      Apology Thirteen had revealed the city map, which consisted of three large rings and nothing beyond the outer walls. It looked like a funnel with how everything descended toward the center.

      Each ring was a continuous street: no start or finish. The topmost ring held a myriad of diverse businesses. The second ring was home to residential buildings and inns. And the innermost ring—the most spacious of the three—consisted of nature: maze hedges, trees, large sections of single-colored flowers, fountains, and grand statues of the queen, all lit by hundreds of light crystals, making the expanse starry in the otherwise darkness.

      And despite all of that scintillating, dreamlike beauty, it failed to prepare for the main attraction: an awe-inspiring enormous shard of purple crystal that pierced the stratosphere. It pointed a single sharp tip at the center of the city; it pointed at the challenge rooms.

      Sarah stepped off the last stair from the inner ring and walked between two towering black walls, following other adventurers. Light crystals glowed from their fixtures every twenty or so feet.

      She drew glances from those heading back toward the upper rings. Every time she caught someone staring, that odd, inquisitive, invasive sense brushed through her.

      The proper response, no doubt, was an aptly aimed glare. It worked every time. They stiffened as if caught in the act of doing something shady—because they were—and hurried their pace. It never got old, which made her wonder why she avoided such innocent confrontations in the last life.

      “Almost there,” Apology Thirteen said, fluttering to the side while examining her map. This also drew glances and raised eyebrows.

      What was more curious, however, was the complete lack of other fairies and contestants. Maybe they were already here, or were they waiting to start in the morning? And if so, how did they get ID for—

      Son of a witch! Loot. They had loot from the first challenge. Of course they sold it for ID. Most of Sarah’s loot went to Virgil and Tod. It wasn’t like she could sell her only weapon.

      She did have a ring. . . .

      Or, as a matter of fact, two rings. But neither were so expendable. Given her luck with heights lately, preventing fall damage was a must. And the other ring gave her +2 Dexterity and +10 Stamina; it made dodging and running—two essential skills in the face of monster-hunting—possible.

      If she hadn’t been so trusting, she’d have spare loot to sell, a belly full of food, and a mattress. But no, she just had to be stupid and naïve.

      Rule número uno: Save yourself. No one else will do it for you.

      From such stupid mistakes came consequences. And now, to pay the price, she marched toward what would probably be an agonizing death against terribly-ugly, not-cute monsters.

      That sting of uncertainty—of dreadful defeat or grand victory—made her insides squirm. What a time to feel queasy and uncertain and let’s-just-call-in-a-sick-day-shall-we?

      The space ahead opened. . . .

      Sarah—determined to see this through no matter the outcome; oh sweet lies—stepped into the grand center of the Mad Queen’s realm.

      A pulsing doom pressed through her like an angry wind trying to bite her bones. It came from the reality-defying crystal that hovered over a circular pool of black liquid.

      An unsettling low hum vibrated at her core, enclosing her by the sense of being wrapped, of being submerged. She wanted to plug her ears and hold her breath, but it was neither loud nor suffocating.

      She swallowed dryly, tracing the crystalline structure up and up and up. Thousands of hard edges contained a spiderweb of black within. Moonlight shimmered through, painting the vast area in jagged shards of color.

      “Outta the way!” a man barked and shoved her to the ground, leading a party of two others. They wore matching red capes and didn’t bother taking a half-second to glance back and acknowledge she existed, not even to sneer.

      Rage exploded in her chest. Those red capes brightened, and the flow of essence materialized, swirling about their necks.

      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen yelled, throwing a burst of blue fairy dust as a distraction. “They be strong, dumb dumb! En no duels.”

      She pointed at a sign on the wall, one that had a red X through two stick figures holding what were probably daggers toward each other. Another sign read, Warning! No Lifeguard On Duty.

      “I don’t want to duel,” Sarah said coldly, pushing herself to her feet. No, she just wanted to tear that mightier-than-thou team into tiny pieces and suck their essence dry.

      “Pfft! Eyes glow when lie. We be here for ID, not hissy fit. You hangry. Get ID, get food. Then you be nicer person!”

      Sarah glared, jaw locked. There was reason in those words. Reason. . . . Her inner demon didn’t much like being reasonable.

      But . . . the promise of food was too alluring. She forced the anger out and winced at the pulse of doom and death and hate and all the other negative emotions that radiated from the crystal and that black pool of muck beneath it.

      Who in their right mind would swim in that?

      This all served as a distraction from everything else she was apparently ignoring. The center of the city was no small place. The black walls—equally divided into fourths, allowing pathways between them—encircled the area. Each section had three large archways marked in the stone by golden lines and symbols.

      Despite the late hour, people were everywhere. They were coming and going, huddled in small parties, shouting for recruitment or looking for groups. Interspersed between them were more of those guards in blue uniforms, evidently out on patrol.

      Go-getter merchants had booths out for gear, potions of all colors, and armor repair. There were even food trucks—wagons?—selling hotdogs and hoagie sandwiches and shaved ice for the hungry or parched.

      Ugh . . . she was the epitome of hungry.

      Why dost thou tempt me thus!

      Maybe she could kill a monster and buy some food? The cheapest no-condiment hotdog—as stated by their unembellished wooden sign—would cost 40 ID. A decent sandwich was 60.

      She could smell the food as if it were hanging just below her nose, tantalizingly close and yet impossibly out of reach.

      “Know the rules!” bellowed an old man with pale skin and a bushy white beard. “Take a book. It’s free and will help you succeed, guaranteed! Or your money back!”

      A book? Books were the most valuable of things to have, especially when dropped into a strange new world. She beelined to the man who was standing on a wooden box.

      He perked up and grinned. “Hello! Well now, don’t you just have the loveliest of eyes, miss.” He winked. “What, if you don’t mind my asking, is your class?”

      “I’m a vampire.”

      “Truly? I’ve never seen one before. The outside world just gonna continue on without us. I don’t reckon I’ll ever leave this place. But that is not why you’re here, is it? Let me guess, you want a book!”

      He held out what looked like a thick pocket guide. The title read, How to Survive, Make Money, and Get the Girl in Ten Easy Steps—#1 New York Times Bestselling Author of Understanding Your Poop in Ten Easy Steps.

      “Oh,” she said, re-reading that last line. So . . . as it turned out, more often than not, in fact, not all books were the most most valuable of things. Honestly, it was sort of a toss-up.

      “It’s free, entirely free! No strings attached, not a single one.”

      That, of course, begged the question as to why it was free, not that she had any money whatsoever to buy a potentially more resourceful book, and not that there were any other books being offered.

      Apology Thirteen squinted at the typographically heavy cover, tracing over the words. She huffed in annoyance and crossed her arms.

      “There . . . a problem?” the man asked, still holding the book out.

      Sarah, not wanting to denigrate the man’s accomplishments with . . . poop, said instead, “I don’t really need help with getting the girl.”

      “Ha, is that so? Well, I don’t presume. There’s a section for getting the guy, too!” He licked his thumb, turned a few pages, and tore them free, then did the same to the back of the book, leaving a good ninety-nine percent of the book remaining.

      “There you go,” he said. “All you need to know about the challenge rooms and worming your way into the heart of that special someone.”

      She took the pages and thanked him, to which he bowed and said, “Pay it forward. That is the true lesson here. You never know what a little bit of help will do for others and yourself.”

      He tossed the remaining book into a box and grabbed a fresh copy, then returned to his routine of calling out to the passersby.

      Sarah left, trudging through the pulsing waves of negative emotions. It was a constant pressure, a pressure that, for the few short moments she had talked to the man, hadn’t seemed so fudging unbearable.

      “Stop fighting the storm,” a slender Asian woman said. She wore a red sheath dress, shoulders uncovered. Her black hair was done up, accenting her narrow neck and sharp jawline.

      She walked gracefully, high heels tapping the cobblestones, definitely not the wardrobe of an adventurer. “Stand straight,” she commanded. “No one with your natural beauty should waste it on a weak spine.”

      “Excuse me?” Sarah said. She was standing straight, thank you very much.

      The woman stepped close, pressed her hand to Sarah’s chest—hey!—then ran a hand up her spine, forcing her shoulders back.

      “Better,” the woman said. “You may be dressed like a barbarian, but you are a woman first.” She focused her attention as if picking apart the hide armor, her green eyes running the length of it.

      Something touched Sarah’s core, and she glared back. It wasn’t enough that the woman had already invaded her space and insulted her, but now the woman was doing the same stupid thing everyone else did.

      “Feisty,” the woman said. “I like that in my girls. But it is rude to not return the request, vampire.”

      “The what?” Sarah asked, then glanced at Apology Thirteen, who was mimicking the woman’s straight-backed posture, chin held high.

      “Your Interface can’t help you. They don’t have a traditional divinity. Look at me.”

      “I . . . am.”

      “Deeper. Look through me. Try to pierce my core with a need to know me.”

      Sarah pushed away and took a few steps back. She had such an uncanny ability to lure out the strangest people. This was what happened when she ventured beyond her reading nook. Maybe the world was always this strange?

      She focused on the woman, not her dress, not her calculating gaze or confident bearing, but her as an entity, a soul. Something shimmered beneath the surface, something like essence.

      What is that?

      The question—the sense of curiosity—seemed to call to the woman. A brilliant white symbol formed, looking like a snake. Accompanying the symbol was a feeling of familiarity and amusement.

      “I’m Daiyu,” the woman said.

      “This be Sarah!” Apology Thirteen said when Sarah failed to give her name, still sorting out the odd sensations of peering into someone’s soul.

      “So you’re one of the fabled contestants?” Daiyu asked, a finger on her lower lip. “You’re a lost little bat. How fortunate for you to have bumped into me.”

      “How so?” Sarah asked.

      “I take in sad, lost animals, give them a home and proper training. For instance, the request is like a handshake, a polite nod in passing. It reveals your affinity and divinity. And the corruption—”

      The moment she said the word, the ever-present sense of doom wrapped its fingers around Sarah to the point it was hard to breathe. Her body felt heavy, a weight pressing her to the ground as if trying to smash her out of existence.

      She took in tiny sips of air and stumbled backward, knees bent, legs shaking. This oppressive thing wanted to kill her, and she . . .

      . . . wanted to kill it!

      The world ignited in vivid detail. The colors brightened. The smells of unattainable food only fed her rage.

      With fists clenched, she stood straight and tall, shoulders back, and glared her intent to shatter that damn crystal, even if it was her favorite color.

      “Impressive,” Daiyu said, still standing there with her finger on her lip, unaffected by the pulsing evil. In fact, no one else seemed affected at all.

      “H-how. . .?” Sarah asked, fighting the desire to sprint back to the inner ring, back to the peaceful park. It now made sense why such a park existed. This place was terrible.

      “Most first-timers,” Daiyu said, “curl up into a ball and cry. But here you are, standing defiant against a World Sliver.

      “Look at me, Sarah. Listen to my voice, look at my dress and the curves of my body, my breasts.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Stop,” she commanded. “How do you feel?”

      The crushing sensation of doom was all but an echo of its former self, an echo that slowly gained strength the more focus given to it.

      Daiyu continued, not waiting for an answer, “I call it the booby cure. It says a lot about you that it should work.” Her mouth curved into a soft, controlled smile. “That, my little bat, was a joke.

      “The soul, once broken free of the Cycle, is a strong thing. Corruption has no power as long as you don’t give it power. Thus the magical solution: distraction.

      “Accept the corruption for what it is. Let it glide through you like a wind; don’t be a kite. Have faith in yourself—your soul—to withstand, and you will do well.”

      Sarah released her essence and let the rage simmer down. She breathed, focusing on everything but the doom that screamed and thrashed for attention.

      She realized—now that the great sense of doom was forced into the corner and made to wear a dunce cap—that she had crushed the pages the old man had given her.

      “I could show you so- much- more,” Daiyu said, stepping around Sarah and drawing a finger down her arm. “A vampire would be perfect. You’re mysterious, desirable, and—as legends foretold—a master in the ways of sex.”

      “Ohhh . . .” Sarah said, taken aback, “that’s so not me. I’m sorry. I’m not . . . that type of vampire.”

      “Your innocence is killing your mystique. Free lesson: Stop projecting your insecurities. Besides, no one pops out of the womb ready to fuck. It’s a skill you learn and one I teach.”

      “Ewww,” Apology Thirteen said, then tensed when Daiyu gave her a stern look.

      “I run a well-respected establishment, Sarah,” she said, pulling a business card out of the air and handing it to Apology Thirteen. “You’ll find my lessons a touch more valuable than his.” She eyed the crumpled pages, then, without another word, turned and glided away.

      Sarah bit her lower lip. Well . . . that was one way to earn ID. Ehhh, no no no, nope, no way, not gonna happen. She shook her head with the intent of dislodging all the erotic visuals from her romance novels while her face and ears burned.

    

  







            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen said, waving Daiyu’s business card in Sarah’s face. “No be sick. Must fight fight fight en earn ID.”

      “I’m not sick,” Sarah said, though her thoughts did feel sluggish.

      “Face be red! Heat exhaustion? At night? I no understand what woman say. Corruption? Make no sense. You be corrupted? You dying!”

      “I’m not dying!” A party of well-geared adventurers glanced her way, eyebrows raised. “Stop overreacting,” she whispered.

      “I concerned. I be friend. No overreact.”

      “You just care about winning.”

      “I— No. . . . Care about other things, too. . . .”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “I do, I do!”

      “Fine. I’m wrong. Anyway, you don’t feel anything from the dark crystal of doom?”

      “That?” Apology Thirteen asked, pointing up at the World Sliver. “It big pretty rock. That all. Oh, good good, you face look better.”

      “Yeah. . . . Heat exhaustion be crazy.”

      “Right?”

      Sarah smiled. If anything, having the alternative spelled out so erotically made the idea of fighting to her death quite appealing.

      Huh, what did that reveal about her? She didn’t dislike men, it just wasn’t . . . the reality that existed outside of books. Could she be like those characters who had hot steamy sex on page twelve?

      Maybe. . . .

      But the thought of it made her heart flutter nervously, and lately, it only reacted when it wanted her to kill something.

      Onward, then, to killing things!

      She smoothed out the old man’s pages on her knee. There were a grand total of six pages out of what had to have been at least two hundred. What insights did he really have on getting the girl? She almost wanted to sneak back and snag the discarded book from his box.

      “What it say?” Apology Thirteen asked.

      “Umm, let’s see. There are twelve archways arranged by difficulty. Each is like a portal—”

      “Not that! I know how challenge rooms work. About getting guy. What it say?”

      Sarah laughed and pulled out the last two sheets. Not true to the name of the book, there were only three steps to winning a man’s heart.

      She read them, “Step one, choose the most revealing clothing you can. Step two, sway your hips when you walk. Step three”—she rolled her eyes; Daiyu wasn’t kidding—“learn how to make a good sandwich.”

      Apology Thirteen nodded. “Easy! I can do that. I make bestest sandwich.”

      “You can make a sandwich?”

      “Yes yes! I be sandwich artisan. Make one this big,” she said, holding her hands out. “I call it the inchlong.”

      “That’s hardly helpful. . . .”

      “Pfft! You too big. Eat all my food for week in one bite! I would give you food . . . but you sell sexy armor!”

      “Are you going on about that again? You’re lucky to have any armor. We’re not here to look pretty, are we? Or did you forget that?”

      Apology Thirteen scrunched up her face, antennae drooping. She shook her head and sighed. “Then be strong. Kill monsters. Make money. En buy me pretty armor.”

      “Who are you trying to woo?”

      “N-no one. Nosy.”

      “Oh, your face is red. Heat exhaustion?”

      “I— What?”

      “Are you sick? Are you dying? Don’t leave me all by myself!”

      “I no die. Stop it, stop it!”

      Sarah grinned and flipped over the last page. It was an advertisement to the old man’s bookshop: Books 4 You. A whole shop! It made total, absolute, wonderful sense that heaven had bookshops.

      But . . . again, she was dirt poor.

      A giant of a man stormed past, yelling, “I waaant my cupcaaake!”

      And there were cupcakes, too. . .?

      “Let’s kill some monsters,” she said with more determination than ever before. Monsters were what stood in the way of food and sleep and books and mountains of delicious pastries in a heaven that didn’t have calories!

      “Yes yes!” Apology Thirteen said. She deposited the business card and the old man’s pages. “But first, you need skill. Skill give you strength to win challenge.”

      “Like that predator skill?”

      “That be implicit skill. You be vampire en vampires be predators. But explicit skill be choice. Choose skill, be stronger.”

      Sarah nodded. “Alright, what are the skills?”

      “I show, I show!” Apology Thirteen flicked her fingers at the air, and flakes of white gathered into words. There were three skills.

      
        
        ¤ Sangarma [Vitality · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence Reserve: Up to 55

        » Damage Reduction: 0-50%

        » Duration: Until Canceled

        ·

        » Use essence to absorb 0-50% of an attack’s damage [40 + (10 × Skill Level)]. Any damage absorbed this way consumes reserved essence at a 1:1 ratio.

        ·

        » Sangarma can be initiated with up to 55 essence [5 × Vitality] and has no minimum requirement. Reserved essence is given priority when obtaining new essence and cannot be used in other skills until Sangarma is released.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Crimson Shards [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence: 10

        » Damage: 6×1

        ·

        » Summon 1 crimson shard [Skill Level] for 10 essence [10 × Skill Level] that launches toward the target for 6 damage [Skill Level + 1/2 Dexterity].

        ·

        » +100% essence from damage dealt to target’s health by Crimson Shards (0.5 per 1hp). Missed or absorbed attacks, or damage to armor, does not yield essence and is thus not affected by this bonus.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Transanna [Vitality · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence: 1× per Second

        ·

        » Convert essence to health. The target or self may gain 1 health per essence, limited to 1 essence [Skill Level] per second. If the target is at full health, essence cannot be converted in this way.

        ·

        » This is a touch effect.

      

      

      Sarah bit her lower lip. These were like magic! She could heal herself and others? Or create armor, which seemed like a vital thing to have. Then again, unless she could deal damage—and more than she had fighting those spiky boars—it wouldn’t matter.

      “I only get one of these?” she asked.

      “One! Until next level.”

      “When do I gain another level?”

      “When you get experience. Kill monsters, get experience.” Apology Thirteen said, then stopped and tapped her chin. “Or . . . hmm, vampire be different a little. Gain essence experience. Yes yes! EX not XP. So kill monsters, gain essence, en from essence, experience.”

      A nearby party of three laughed, talking with their hands as if recounting some grand battle. Sarah let out a breath and looked away. She had that, a sense of camaraderie. Then that bastard Virgil betrayed her.

      The memory was a hot blade through her chest. She balled her fists, fighting against the rage that had immediately sprung to life.

      It wasn’t all bad. At least Tod was honest. A lawyer or something. Professional. He saved her from the collapsing stairs. Whatever happened to him? He had his problems—many problems—but at least he was trustworthy.

      “Think faster, dumb dumb!” Apology Thirteen said. “Three skills, choose one.”

      “But I did kill monsters,” Sarah said. “A lot of monsters, in fact.”

      “You no have divinity yet. Monsters die, divinity gain power en use power to help follower.”

      So it was Sangviteus who granted her experience? The bigger the monster, the more he would get. Having followers must be very important to a divinity.

      All of this only highlighted the depressing fact that nothing, up until now, had contributed to her progress. She was starting at the very beginning.

      “What’s this at the top of the skill?” she asked, pointing to the word Dexterity.

      “That be attribute,” Apology Thirteen said, nodding. “Learn skill, gain attribute. Or increase skill level en gain attribute.”

      “So if I choose Crimson Shard as my skill, I’ll gain another Dexterity point? And that makes me faster?”

      “Faster, better balance, en more!”

      Sarah considered this. It was so very nice how not-a-klutz she was in heaven. A lifetime of tripping and face-planting every square inch of the damn world was cured with nothing other than a pretty ring.

      She finally said, “I want Crimson Shards.” Besides the improvement to her fine motor skills, it was the best way to do damage and to do it at a safe distance, so she didn’t get attacked.

      “You sure?” Apology Thirteen asked. “Super Smart Snail say Transanna be good choice.”

      “I’d rather not need to heal,” Sarah said. “I mean, I suppose I could suck their essence out as an attack? Then use it to heal myself. But that’s stupid. I’d have to lose health before I could heal, and—I’m not sure if you noticed this, but I sure did—losing health hurts!”

      “Transanna be good with others. . .?”

      “Look around. I’ve got no friends. And I can always choose Transanna later, right?”

      “Yes yes! Available skills remain available always.” Apology Thirteen tapped Crimson Shards, and a rush of something filled Sarah’s mind.

      She immediately understood how to use the skill. It was as if she had always known how to use it, was born with it. It felt like she had rediscovered her favorite childhood toy, bundled up with warm emotions and vague memories.

      She would form a shard right here and now, right in the middle of all of these people, just to see it again, to prove to herself she could still do it. What a strange feeling. . . .

      Of course, using it here would just be a waste of essence, essence she had already been burning through whenever the smallest annoyance crossed her path.

      Did she even have enough?

      No. . . . She didn’t. Her essence was down to 7/100. Dammit! She should have asked Reditus Prisha for more essence before they parted. Then again, the priest of Light didn’t really give much of a warning; she ripped the bandaid off and ran.

      “Now we fight!” Apology Thirteen said, grinning with her fists balled in front of herself. “This way to easiest challenge!”

      She flew off, dodging around adventurers, toward a section of the curving black wall that towered over them. The only people on this side were scrappy-looking adventurers.

      One guy walked up to the left-most archway of three, pressed his hand to the stone, and dissolved into an inky black that ripped him from reality. It was identical to touching the Mad Queen’s orb.

      “Wait,” Sarah said, catching up. “I need my dagger.” Or did she? Somehow, she had summoned her dagger back in Buru’s shop. There were so many things she still didn’t understand.

      “Actually,” she said, “I need to know all of my stats and implicit skills and anything else you think will be useful.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now. The more I know, the better prepared I’ll be. You want me to win, don’t you?”

      “Fine, fine,” Apology Thirteen said and started waving her arm in the air as if painting. White text formed.

      
        
        ¤ Sarah [Vampire]

        × Lvl. 1 · 88/100ex

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: 50/50

        » Armor: 50/50

        » Essence: 7/100

        » Stamina: 40/40 (50/50)

        ·

        « Attributes

        » Strength: 7 (8)

        » Dexterity: 8 (10)

        » Intelligence: 16

        » Vitality: 10

      

      

      “How do I scroll?” Sarah asked, poking a hole in the lines of text.

      “No touch, dumb dumb! Say when done, then I change.”

      “Done.”

      

  




EQUIPPED GEAR

      
        
        ¤ Sumilian Hide Armor [50ap]

        × Uncommon Armor · Lvl. 5

        » Durability: 50/50

        ·

        « Effects

        » +1 to Strength

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Letalmov Dagger [5-7 damage]

        × Rare Dagger · Lvl. 3

        » Durability: 73/84

        ·

        « Effects

        » +50% Critical Strike Damage

      

      

      Sarah grinned. “I really like this dagger.”

      “You know how to use?”

      “No, but it’s pretty!”

      
        
        ¤ Cheler Ring

        × Rare Ring · Lvl. 4

        » Durability: 76/82

        ·

        « Effects

        » +2 to Dexterity

        » +10 to Stamina

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Tutelatosi Ring

        × Epic Ring · Lvl. 4

        » Durability: 82/400

        ·

        « Effects

        » Negate Fall [Lvl. 1]

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Negate Fall [Enchantment · Lvl. 1]

        » Instead of incurring fall damage, the enchanted item loses 1 durability per 2 damage taken [1 + Enchantment Level].

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Inventory [4/100 slots]

        » 1× Photo (Buru’s Armor Shop)

        » 1× Reditai Blanket

        » 1× Business Card (Daiyu)

        » 6× Pages

      

      

      “Done,” Sarah said.

      “Don’t touch!”

      “It’s so hard not to. It’s like reading a book and having someone else turn the pages. Pure torture!”

      “Win challenge then, get soul device.”

      “Doesn’t really help me right now,” she mumbled.

      
        
        ¤ Sunlight Damage [Trait]

        » Entering sunlight is an uncomfortable, potentially dangerous experience for the vampire. Direct exposure reduces essence at 1 point per 5 seconds. Without essence to burn, health is burned instead at the same rate.

        ·

        » A Daylight Ring can negate this debuff, burning durability instead of essence and removing the uncomfortable aspects of direct sunlight.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Essence [Resource]

        » To a vampire, essence is both a resource and experience. Each point of essence is worth the equivalent of 1xp. This precludes vampires from obtaining normal XP, making them ideal additions to non-vampire parties.

        ·

        » Health lost by any entity—friend or foe—within 30 feet will be absorbed for 0.25 essence per 1hp. This is called Spilled Essence and is the least effective method of obtaining essence.

        ·

        » Vampires feed on targets, converting health to essence based on the target’s divinity’s favor, Light or Shadow. The following ratios reveal essence gained per 1hp: unfavored or neutral monsters, 0.5; normal, 0.75; favored, 2.5; elite, 8; and chosen, 25. Essence Experience gained in this way is limited to once per 20 hours per target.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Essence Sight [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

        » Vampires can see essence in all forms as well as the best way to extract it. This passive is linked to hunger, empowered sight, and intent.

        ·

        » Extracting essence from a target is limited to 10 health per second. If extracting from a high yield point, however, this rate is doubled.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Empower [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

        » Vampires burn essence to empower their natural abilities. This affects their emotions and senses—sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell. Each of the five senses burn 0.2 essence per second.

        ·

        » Strength and Dexterity may be empowered in the same way. 30, 60, 90, (etc.) essence may be burned to increase one stat 2×, 3×, 4×, (etc.) for 1 second. These bonuses directly affect skills, damage, and movement.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Crimson Weapon [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

        » Essence Reserve: 10

        ·

        » Equipped weapons can be summoned as hardened essence. A crimson version of the weapon deals 20% increased damage and pulls 100% more essence from damage dealt to the target’s health.

        ·

        » Damage to the crimson weapon drains reserved essence, requiring more to hold its shape. The original item’s durability remains unaffected.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Predator Instincts [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

        » Vampires are predators, governed by instincts to keep them safe, help them hunt prey, and feed. Combined with Empower, vampires have a supernatural reaction speed that requires training to become proactive rather than reactive.

      

      

      

  




SKILLS

      
        
        ¤ Crimson Shards [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence: 10

        » Damage: 6×1

        ·

        » Summon 1 crimson shard [Skill Level] for 10 essence [10 × Skill Level] that launches toward the target for 6 damage [Skill Level + 1/2 Dexterity].

        ·

        » +100% essence from damage dealt to target’s health by Crimson Shards (0.5 per 1hp). Missed or absorbed attacks, or damage to armor, does not yield essence and is thus not affected by this bonus.

      

      

      Ohhh, how stupidly beautiful it was to finally have some damn answers. All she needed to do—this whole time!—was read the fudging manual.

      These passive skills were the driving forces in her odd behavior. She wasn’t crazy or evil. This was simply what being a vampire was like. She would, most certainly, adapt.

      “Okay,” she said, nodding. It was time to kill or be killed. It was either that or starve, but there would be no escaping this realm if she didn’t take measured steps toward getting stronger.

      “Okay?” Apology Thirteen asked, swiping the white words out of the air. They crumbled and flaked away.

      “Wait,” Sarah said.

      “Again. . .?”

      “I still need my dagger. And you need to be wearing your armor.”

      “Pfft! You be right. But I no like it. Fine, fine. . . .” Apology Thirteen’s white sundress dissolved and reformed into the ¤ Cursed Pumpkin armor. “Err! I so fat. Hard to fly, you know? Arms don’t go down straight. Worst- armor- ever!”

      The outline of a dagger materialized in front of Sarah, and she took it. It wasn’t essence-made since she didn’t have the essence to pay the reserve price.

      “Awwww!” shouted a party of girls in tattered pink armor. They ran up. The leader of the bunch, a tall blonde girl with glitter on her cheeks, jabbed a blackened finger into Apology Thirteen’s bulging middle.

      She gasped, eyebrows drawn together. The armor flickered orange light, and a deep, haunting laugh came from all sides.

      “Muahahaha! Oooohuhuhu!”

      “That is sooo cute!” the leader said. “I super duper love Halloween. Where in the twelve zones did you get a pet like this? Is she for sale? How much you want?”

      “One hotdog,” Sarah blurted, then pressed her fingertips to her mouth.

      Apology Thirteen gaped, betrayal contorting her face. She then whipped around toward the party of girls, thrust her finger out, and screamed, “You no touch, fucker!”

      The girls took a step back, eyes wide.

      Sarah grimaced. “Sorry. . . . She’s a sensitive—”

      “I show you sensitive.”

      “—fairy, but she’s not for sale.”

      “Thank you. Hotdog. . . . Pfft!”

      “Your pet talks?” the leader asked.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t call her a pet,” Sarah said, then got a brilliant idea. “Hey, this is perfect. Can I have some of your health?”

      “My . . . health?” the leader asked and took another step back, her mouth twisting into an uncertain smile.

      Sarah swallowed the sudden buildup of saliva. She licked her lips and pointed to her fangs, doing her best not to appear desperate, even though she was, most certainly, desperate. She said, as a way of sweetening the deal, “I . . . hear it feels good?”

      “Doy, haha, you’re such a joker!” the leader said with a valley-girl wrist twist. “We actually, you know, gotta run. Nice meeting you, though.” All at once, they turned, flicked their hair, and left.

      “What’s her damage?” one of the girls asked, still in earshot. “Vampires can’t be real, right? That’s total bogus!”

      “She want- to suck- your blood,” the other girl said in a terrible Dracula accent. They giggled like schoolgirls.

      “Why you so strange?” Apology Thirteen asked, shaking her head. “Act normal. Who reply, ‘Yes yes, suck on neck, oooh, feel so good!’ ”

      Sarah sighed, not entirely sure why she asked in the first place. It was getting harder to think of anything other than food and essence. “Let’s just go, okay?”

      This whole exchange reminded her why she had developed such a love for books in the first place. Books didn’t judge you, didn’t choose you last for dodgeball, didn’t laugh behind your back.

      “Hey!” Apology Thirteen yelled. “Stop you moping. They idiots—you oddball, but fierce, vampire, rip-off-legs-if-want oddball. Need new motivation song?”

      Sarah laughed. “No, no more singing.”

      “I sing good!”

      “Yes, yes you do. But it’s time.”

      “Time?”

      “Time to kick some b-ass . . . ass!”

      “Ha! Yes yes! Kick fishy butts!”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. One of these days, she’d stop trying to censor herself. All it ever achieved was awkward word fumbling.

      Hmm, why wait? Henceforth—and by official decree—butt, buttocks, hindquarters, and rump were forever banished from her new and improved vocabulary.

      “Airhead!” Apology Thirteen yelled from the first of three archways. “Stop space stare, dumb dumb. Come!”

      Sarah ran up, gripping her dagger. Her heart thudded casually despite knowing that through this portal of an archway was a room of monsters and her possible, painful end.

      “Three doors,” Apology Thirteen explained. “Max people: one, two, three. Understand?”

      “This one only allows one person at a time?”

      “Yes yes, you so smart!”

      “Aren’t you a person?”

      “No, I Interface. I no count.”

      “Convenient. Is that how all the sections work?” Sarah asked, scanning over the other large black walls, each with three archways, promising harder difficulties and likely better rewards.

      The fourth section had so many people that there was a queue line with a dozen switchbacks. Someone threw a teeshirt into the crowd, merchants hawked their goods, and sign throwers danced for attention, upping their flair with fire or magic.

      “Same for all,” Apology Thirteen said. “Bigger group, better reward. This true even after split of loot en experience.”

      Sarah nodded. It made sense that a larger group could handle greater challenges. The adventurers she had read about always worked best together: someone to be the shield, someone the sword, and someone to heal or support the others.

      But that was obviously fiction. The real world didn’t work like that. The real world was governed by greed and an everyone-for-themselves mentality. Giving your trust to someone would only get you a dagger in the back.

      It’s better to go it alone.

      Well, fairies aside. But fairies weren’t people per se; they were tools, tools that, no doubt, had their own reason for giving their support. As long as Apology Thirteen wanted to win—and as long as that required Sarah to win—their goals aligned.

      “What do I do?” she asked, turning back to the archway and steeling herself for whatever it was that would come next.
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      Sarah, following the elementary instructions to Place hand on symbol, pressed her palm to the golden symbol of a bursting star. An electric shock of ice shot through her hand, up her arm, and like frigid claws, ruthlessly seized her heart.

      Every muscle flexed. Her lungs started to gasp. And—in a rapid chain reaction that started from her fingers—her body dissolved to an inky black.

      The world shifted forward through the archway, through the stone. Water gurgled. Distant gleeful emotions slithered across her core.

      Then reality snapped together. She finished her gasp, finding herself now standing within a spacious dark room, hardly lit by crackling torches.

      “Ewww!” Apology Thirteen said, materializing within a swirl of black. “I no like. Slimy cold. En why you cackle like mad woman?”

      “Shhh! There could be monsters,” Sarah whispered, her breath visible. She held her dagger out toward the deep shadows of a dozen leaf-bare trees, watching the darkness for anything that moved. White fog crept across gnarled roots.

      “No monsters, dumb dumb,” Apology Thirteen said and looked about the room. She tensed, swallowed, and fluttered her little wings to be a tiny bit closer, her antennae poking up like daggers. “G-got to touch cryst—”

      “Caw!” screamed a crow.

      Sarah jumped.

      Apology Thirteen disappeared.

      The crow watched from a branch, its body made of what looked to be condensed smoke. It had little purple eyes that glowed in the darkness.

      Okay. Yeah. That’s not creepy at all. . . .

      Birds were totally cool. Especially the ones with glowing eyes, eyes that didn’t blink, eyes that gave off the smallest sensation of hunger and . . . was that curiosity?

      A curious bird in a curious place.

      “What are you?” Sarah asked, momentarily replacing her fear with her own pervasive sense of curiosity. She reached out in search of its soul—as if such creatures had souls—and a purple symbol appeared, not of any animal.

      The crow cawed again, flapped its wings, and jumped into the air. It flew toward the far-off ceiling, its form disintegrating as it moved until nothing remained except the shimmering, starlike glass fragments floating so high above.

      “That was weird.”

      “It gone?” Apology Thirteen asked, flying out from behind Sarah’s back.

      “You were hiding?”

      “Hide? No hide. I no scared of bird! I watch back. Yes yes! Protect from—”

      “—the wall,” Sarah finished, deadpan.

      “Pfft! Ungrateful. Sheesh. Monsters come from wall, too. Wall be dangerous. Very very dangerous.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to guard it while I go out there alone?” she asked, pointing to where something a hundred feet out—most likely the challenge room’s crystal—hung in the air, reflecting torchlight.

      “No no no no no, I hide— Err, I mean stand guard— Stop smirk face! I say hide on mistake. You need watch from above. I watch.”

      “You’re not going to help?”

      “That be help.”

      “With the monsters.”

      “I no fight.”

      “That didn’t stop you from throwing slimes at me, did it? And you have armor now. Why did I buy you armor if you’re not going to do anything?”

      “I hide— err, not hide!” Apology Thirteen threw her fists down, slamming them into her bulbous pumpkin armor. “I help—”

      “Muahahaha! Oooohuhuhu!”

      She growled. “I-help-by-watch-back! I tell where monsters be. Use snail for good tips. I help, yes?”

      Sarah’s stomach grumbled, and she sighed. The only entity in heaven she could trust unequivocally was her fairy, a fairy that didn’t want to get her hands dirty. “I don’t need a backseat fighter.”

      “But . . . but I no do damage. I no have weapon or skills or-or class.”

      “I thought you had a divinity.”

      “Yes, but not same. I . . . fairy. Not sexy human adventurer,” Apology Thirteen said, her voice lacking her normal enthusiastic energy.

      Come. . . . The crystal beckoned, weaving its tendrils of seductive promises to lure adventurers. It wasn’t hiding in the darkness anymore. It seemed to glow just enough to be enticing.

      Sarah ignored it.

      There was something she needed to know, a curiosity itch in need of a scratch, one that underpinned her entire relationship with her fairy.

      Power. . . . Wealth. . . . Food—

      “Shut it!” Sarah yelled at the crystal, and it promptly shut its mind voodoo trap. She turned to her little pumpkin fairy and asked, “What do you get for winning this contest?”

      Apology Thirteen frowned. She tried to fold her arms in front of herself, but given her armor, it just looked ridiculous.

      “You know what I get,” Sarah said. “I get to not be flushed down the toilet to the soul sewer. But you? What do you get?”

      “It . . . be secret.”

      “Not to me. We’re partners. I need to know that I can trust you unequivocally. I need to know that you’ll do anything we need to win. If you’re just doing this for a human-sized lollipop, you—”

      “I no want lollipop! I want . . . I . . .”

      “Tell me.”

      “To be human.”

      “What?”

      “I no want to be fairy! Fairies play games en follow rules en do no important thing with life. If I be human, I be adventurer and I . . . Why you make face?”

      “You can become a human?”

      “This be heaven. All be possible. Gameus grant wish. He know what I want. But if you no win, I no win. Stuck in fairy realm.”

      “You wouldn’t be green anymore. Or have your wings. You’d give up flying to be human?”

      “Yes yes! No can have it all. I sacrifice for better thing: to be adventurer!”

      Sarah smiled and nodded. “That’s a lot better than a lollipop.”

      “Pfft! I no waste wish on lollipop!”

      “This is good.”

      “You think?”

      “You want to be an adventurer, and we’re here, adventuring. What better time for you to help me fight whatever monsters come out of that crystal?”

      “But I small. Too small!”

      “You don’t have to do any damage. You can distract them: pull on their leg, throw things at them, scream or something.”

      “I . . . I . . .”

      “You’re scared.”

      “I no scared! I be mean green killing—”

      “Muahahaha!” Apology Thirteen’s armor glowed. “Oooohuhuhu!”

      The echoing laughter stopped, leaving an awkward silence. A damp breeze made the trees groan. Sarah said, “That’s kind of annoying.”

      “I know, right!”

      “So we’re doing this?”

      “Yes yes! I be adventurer. Not fraidy fairy.”

      “Then let’s kick some ass!” She mustered up all the confidence she could manage—firmly holding her dagger—and marched out into the darkness with her fairy companion fluttering to the side, ready to kill monsters, take loot, and be badass adventurers.

      Four skeletal trees in, two cracked tombstones, and what had appeared to be a black cat—or a quick shadow of something out there besides themselves—she said in a voice belying that confidence, “This place is so stupid creepy.”

      “So so so creepy!”

      “It seems unnecessary, right?”

      “So so so unnecessary!”

      “I can hardly see anything. I wouldn’t be against leaving and coming back to a different challenge. Maybe one with better light?”

      “You no can leave,” Apology Thirteen said, her voice taking on a defeated whine. “Enter room, must complete or die. Then leave—if first room—or go deeper. Deeper for more challenge en better loot. B-but if go deeper, no leave until complete floor.”

      “How many rooms per floor?”

      “Floors have four rooms. Last be boss fight!”

      Sarah let out a breath and stopped in front of the challenge crystal. It was smaller than the last one and thankfully gray, denoting the easiest challenge.

      “Well,” she said, “ready for this?”

      “If you be ready. . . .”

      “Not like we have much of an option. This is what being an adventurer is about, right?”

      “Right! Touch crystal. I be ready.”

      Sarah bit her lip and tightened her grip on her dagger, a dagger she knew nothing about how to wield properly.

      There wasn’t anything else she could do to delay this further. That thought made her stomach growl, unimpressed by her lack of a backbone.

      Right. . . . Kill monsters, make money, get food. Lots of food! And a bed! And pretty armor!

      She reached out, fingers hovering over the glossy crystal, then—trying very hard not to think about the lovely time she had in the last challenge room, pulling spines out of her body—she touched its surface.

      The crystal immediately dissolved to flakes of metallic gray, each flake emanating the tiniest shimmer of light. They split into half a dozen streams that shot into the ground.

      Then . . . nothing.

      “You touch it yet?” Apology Thirteen asked.

      “I touched it.”

      “You sure? Touch it again.”

      “There’s no crystal!”

      “Pfft, I no see in dark.” She punched her armor, and it flickered an orange-yellow, making her look like a floating Jack-o’-Lantern.

      Sarah strained to hear anything, which was particularly difficult with the echoing laughter. “I’d rather—”

      Dirt exploded from below, forcing her to shield her eyes. A black skeleton—not a slow undead thing that leisurely crawled out of the ground but an angry overachiever—was standing three feet away.

      A red crystal filled most of its rib cage, glowing ominously. The light had a physical element to it that wrapped individual ribs and vertebrae and pooled into the hollows of its eyes.

      It looked absolutely, terrifyingly none-too happy to have been awoken from its eternal rotting. Sarah would have promptly apologized—Sorry to have bothered you, good sir; I’ll just be on my way, then—but before she could utter a word, it attacked.

      Its bony hand, holding a broken-tip short sword, slashed forward in a blur. The metal, hardly visible other than how it reflected the red glow, sliced across her chest, producing a vivid white -4 to float in the darkness.

      It didn’t hurt. Obviously, it wouldn’t. She had armor this time, armor that would cost money to repair, money she didn’t have, not even enough to buy a damn hotdog!

      Rage burned in her chest, hot and familiar. It replaced all feelings of uncertainty and fear, swirling the heat down her extremities.

      Her essence started to burn, ticking from 7 to 6. The darkness evaporated. Every gnarled root, sharp twig, and black bone became exceptionally detailed. The decomposing scent of death invaded her nose, followed by taunting sounds from Apology Thirteen, and the putrid taste of the air.

      Sarah jumped back, dodging another slash of rusted steel. She crashed into a second skeleton, knocking it off balance before it could attack. Four others lumbered forward.

      “Six?” she shouted. “And of course they are undead!” She needed essence—essence that was ticking away with each second—and the first damn enemy she was to fight were walking bones.

      She stopped empowering her taste, smell, touch, and hearing, only keeping sight so she could see in the darkness. This slowed her use of essence to 1 every 5 seconds.

      She then turned and slashed her dagger across a skeleton’s ribs, dealing 7 damage. A glossy black line revealed what flowed beneath those bones: a corrupted soul. And from this physical tear, a tiny stream of red sifted out and floated toward her.

      “All monsters got essence!” Apology Thirteen shouted, luring three skeletons away by making her armor laugh. “Essence not blood. Essence be life energy. Ahhh! That be close. Ehhh! Stop bone bone!”

      Sarah threw her weight to the side, twisting at just the right time to narrowly avoid losing another small chunk of armor from a third skeleton.

      She glided in her movements. Her feet weren’t their usual confused blocks of wood, determined to ram a toe into every painful object. Even the gnarled roots gave up trying to trip her, instead choosing to trip the undead.

      Flakes of color coalesced in the air above the skeleton she had cut, forming a health bar.

      
        
        ¤ Cursed Ruby [7/14hp]

        × Lesser Undead Fighter · Lvl. 1

      

      

      They only had 14 health?

      Needless to say, however, they made up for this little deficit with a vigorous work ethic. They were unyielding, constantly pushing forward, slashing their blades through the air at anything that came between them and her, which included each other.

      But despite their eagerness to draw out her life, they had no mind for strategy or order. Their single-minded need to attack made them predictable. Had they even the most rudimentary of strategies—such as having two attack at once while the others circled around—they probably could whittle her down until her armor broke. Then, without armor, every lost point of health would become quite painfully distracting.

      “Stab, stab them!” Apology Thirteen yelled oh-so helpfully. “Weak spot be red—” A blade slammed into her, sending her flying, the echo of maniacal laughter following.

      Sarah, preoccupied with her own squad of skellies, kicked an inner-demon-empowered foot into the leader’s pelvis. It doubled over, much like anything living would, and crashed backward, bones knocking bones.

      She gritted her teeth, her heart hammering, rage wanting to seep in and take control. Her essence had dropped to a piddly 2/100, making her hands shake and invading her mind with terribly destructive thoughts.

      Pure force of will kept her in control. If she could just get 10 essence, she could resummon her dagger as a crimson weapon, deal increased damage, and earn twice as much essence back.

      She dashed to the side and slashed her dagger at the already weakened Cursed Ruby with 7/14 total health. Its blackened bones, crystalline heart, and rusty short sword crumbled to ash.

      A fluffy white and bright sphere popped out and happily bobbed its way over. Identity? Her first ID! And . . . depressingly . . . only one? She’d need to kill 39 more skeletons just to buy a simple hotdog.

      The closest skeleton got the full brunt of her angry glare. If it could nervously percolate with sweat, it would. But dead things didn’t sweat, thank God. Dead things, instead, mindlessly attacked, as this one did.

      She stepped out of the attack’s range, aware of the three other skeletons racing toward her. As soon as the blade sliced the empty air, she dove forward and speared the monster’s glowing heart.

      The attack triggered a critical strike for 150% more damage. A -15 in bold red floated toward the ceiling, and the skeleton’s heart shattered. Its bones—and everything else—turned to ash.

      This time, no such glowing sphere popped out, eager to merge with its liberator. Seriously? Getting a single ID from an enemy was bad enough, but now Mr. Bone Head forgot to tip!

      With ID being this damn hard to come by, how could anyone charge so much for a hotdog? And one without condiments.

      Her inner demon wanted to burn through her now 7 essence and lose itself to the fire of rage. The trickling-at-the-back-of-her-mind thought that Buru’s beautiful purple armor was a whopping 3,299 ID nearly pushed her over the edge.

      “Watch out!” Apology Thirteen yelled, zipping back into the fight, more maniacal laughter following.

      Sarah caught the bony wrist of such a pathetic excuse for a monster. It really should rend itself from existence for wasting her time.

      She pulled it forward, using it as a shield from the others. Then—for reasons that made perfect sense in the moment—she bit one of the two bones that made up its forearm.

      The intent, the movement, the actual piercing of fangs into bone made absolute, instinctual sense, even though her brain was screaming, Qué diablos! It was so shocked that it swapped languages.

      But it worked. Bones weren’t crunchy. Her fangs slid in without resistance. In less than two seconds, she had drained every last drop of essence it had.

      What she wasn’t expecting, however, was the sudden mouthful of bitter ash she got as a reward when it disintegrated. This was so alarming that she did what all alarmed people did: inhaled sharply. And nearly died in a coughing fit.

      “Why you so dumb?” Apology Thirteen asked.

      “I— ahem ack—” Sarah couldn’t breathe, let alone reply. Eating the cremains of a monster was most certainly not on her bucket list—in life or death; is it still a bucket list?—but she’d write it in and scratch it off anyway.

      An opportunistic bastard with no damn honor used this moment of great distress to stab her in the back, dealing 7 damage.

      After three seconds, her lungs cleared the same way pain did. “You’re supposed to be distracting them!” she yelled.

      “I try, I try! They no want me. Hey poopoo face bone bone, I be here!”

      Sarah had 13 out of . . . 110 essence? She gained a level! Which meant she had another skill to choose and attribute to gain. But first, her undead students—of the wobbly knobbly sort—needed a lesson in how not to poke the vampire.

      She held her hand out, and a flood of warmth shot down her arm, glowing like hot embers beneath her skin. Flakes of glossy crimson sifted out of her palm and coated her dagger, reserving 10 essence. This was definitely magic.

      The skeletons rushed forward, junk weapons constantly slashing the space ahead of them, nicking each other in the process.

      She sprinted to the side, nimbly hopping from the top of a tombstone to a tree stump. And once her stupid, uncoordinated prey found themselves stuck together—a blender of blades caught in the gaps of ribs—she, a fiend of the night, struck.

      She dashed in with precision, sliced health away from the walking dead, and jumped back before any of them could react. Over and over, she cut them and circled.

      Within seconds, there was nothing left of the bony monsters besides their ash, leaving her with 28 more essence and only one more of the elusive glowing spheres.

      Apology Thirteen flew over. “Yes yes! You so strong now. Not like start. Scared of daytime monsters. Pfft! Now kill ugly monsters like they be nothing.”

      Sarah smiled and shrugged. It had only been like a day, but she was so very different than that girl who had appeared in an alcove, naked and afraid.

      All of the ash around her feet drifted up from the ground, swirled together, and formed into a small rusty box.

      “A loot box?” she asked.

      “Ah, yes yes yes! Challenge room prize. Kill monsters, get chest. Bigger challenge, bigger chest. Find weapons en armor en potions en food.”

      “Food?” she asked, imagining a hot slice of cheesy pizza in the chest. What she wouldn’t do for some Pizza Hut right about now.

      “Yes yes! Or things to make other things.”

      “Ingredients?”

      “Yes, that!”

      Sarah grinned. She loved presents, the mystery inside waiting to be revealed. And, you know what? It was about time she got something for the work she did, something more than 2 ID.

      With a thrill of excitement, she tapped the chest, and it sprang open. Two bubbles shot out of the chest, containing what looked like a . . . rock and a half-eaten apple?

      “Ehhh,” Apology Thirteen said, “sometime just junk. Better than poop! Maybe ugly rock be worth something?”

      Sarah let out a disappointed sigh and popped the bubbles. They turned into tiny spheres and jumped into her chest.

      “Can I have the apple? I mean, Withdraw the apple . . . please? I’m so damn hungry, I don’t care if it’s half-eaten.”

      An outline of the apple appeared in front of her, and she grabbed it. It turned solid. The overripe smell of fruit stung her nose.

      She ate it, all of it, core and all. It was the absolute best and worst apple she had ever eaten in her entire life, squishy and . . . squirmy.

      “Ewww,” Apology Thirteen said. “Snail say it be Worm-infested Apple.”

      Squirmy now made sense.

      Don’t throw up. . . . Sarah gagged and locked her jaw, breathing deeply through her nose, then forced a doubtlessly unconvincing smile.

      Apology Thirteen grimaced. “You . . . ehhh.” She flew up and tugged on something long and slimy and still moving. It popped out and hung there in hyper detail.

      Don’t throw up! Don’t throw up!

      “Ohhh,” Apology Thirteen said, holding the squirming worm out in front of her, “that be nasty. I . . . drop it over, eh, here.”

      Sarah swallowed, desperately wanting something to drink, to wash her mouth out. Her stomach grumbled unappreciatively. What? It got something, and evidently, some protein, too!

      “Thanks,” she said, then remembered something and was all too happy to use it as a distraction. “I leveled, didn’t I?”

      “Yes yes!”

      “But what I don’t understand is why my maximum essence went up.”

      “Vitality. Gain one Vitality when level en one of other thing when choose skill.”

      “So every Vitality is worth ten essence?”

      Apology Thirteen nodded. “You want new skill or upgrade skill?”

      “I’ll get another point of Dexterity if I upgrade Crimson Shards, right?”

      “Mm-hmm. But you no use Crimson Shards.”

      “That’s only because I didn’t have any essence. I now have”—she thought about it, and the number seemed to materialize in her thoughts—“thirty-four. And I love this freedom of movement without bumping random things or tripping. I feel . . . I don’t know, free?”

      “You no free until you fly. Flying be best!”

      “Can I have your wings?”

      “Can I have your body?”

      Sarah laughed. “Guess I’ll just have to take your word for it.”

      “So what now?” Apology Thirteen asked.

      “Now? Now we do it again and again until I can afford some real food, food without the worms!”
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      Sarah, cozy beneath her warm comforter, woke to the purring vibration of Sir Patrick Stewart lying on her neck.

      “Ugh, why are you such a fat cat?” she asked, gray fur tickling her nose. “You trying to suffocate me for breakfast?”

      “I sorry you lazy,” he replied in a high-pitched, grating voice, better depicting a fairy than a male cat. “I sorry you no get up on time.”

      “Stuff it. . . . I worked late.” She peeked at her alarm clock. “Fuck me . . . it’s 5:37. . .?”

      Sir Patrick Stewart got up, took one step down her chest, and stretched, raising his tail to reveal a lovely chocolate starfish.

      “Oh, thanks for that,” Sarah said, yawning. “Your butthole looks pretty this morning.”

      “Ewww!”

      “Don’t ewww me, you’re the one who did it.” She threw the covers off and stumbled out of bed wearing a purple onesie.

      So it was a dream? Of course it was a dream! No one climbed nine-hundred flights of stairs and got red hair and a supermodel’s body out of it.

      She was so damn stupid.

      No such thing as easy weight loss. To lose weight, you simply had to eat nothing but ice cubes and cry. Exercise was no magic pill, either. It left you sore and craving a hamburger with sweet pickles.

      She made her bed, pulling the comforter tight so the printed picture of Legolas from The Lord of the Rings would look as handsome as ever. It was a Christmas gift from Aunt What’s-Her-Face. . . .

      She sighed. Why did her memory suck so much? Stress, obviously. She was overworked and underpaid. Upper management had set unrealistic goals, again.

      Stupid bean counters.

      Maybe she should call in a sick day and hang out at the library instead, recharge her batteries. A girl needed to take care of herself. Ahhh, that sounded delightful.

      But no. People relied on her. If she didn’t show up, the company would, in all likelihood, fire someone on her team. As such, this was just another morning in snooze-vill where nothing exciting ever happened.

      She ambled down the hallway and into the kitchen to get some coffee going. The TV was already playing in the adjoining living room, Sir Patrick Stewart pushing the buttons on the controller to change the channel.

      Books were everywhere. She probably should get one of those eReader devices. They were the newfangled thing for bookworms, promising to hold fourteen hundred books in one convenient form factor.

      But books were more than just words. She loved the feel of paper and the smell . . . oh the smell! . . . a smell that always brought back memories of simpler times when she didn’t have so many damn responsibilities.

      The smell of a book was second only to the smell of a library. Libraries held vast collections of novels and picture books, encyclopedias and newspaper archives. The different paper—cream and white—and ink and finish, it all added to the whole, mixing and marinating until . . . perfection.

      She’d buy that scent as a perfume if anyone could capture it truthfully, wear it as a warning to everyone: Bonafide bookworm coming through!

      Sarah pulled the tag on a tin can of cat food. It popped and ripped and filled her nostrils with the opposite end of the scent spectrum, a stench that made her gag.

      She quickly dished the food into the designated cat bowl. Text along the outside read, The Cat Has Been Fed, His Meows Are Lies.

      “— is just terrible, Jonny,” a newswoman said on the TV, turning to her cohost. “A young woman was killed in a library robbery gone wrong last night.”

      Sarah put the bowl down. “Breakfast is ready, your royal highness.”

      “Ohhh . . . that nasty,” Sir Patrick Stewart said, magically appearing between her legs.

      “It’s what you have every morning. Eat it. I’ll get you something different next week.”

      “I no eat it! Gross.”

      Sarah rolled her eyes and looked up at the TV to find it displaying a picture of her. The world shook. The TV flickered, and her cat said in an uncharacteristically deep voice, “No sleeping in the queen’s park! Get out before I throw you into the pit of despair.”

      Sarah jerked awake, her face stuck against the wooden slats of a bench she hardly remembered curling up on last night. It was early morning, everything cast in a dim gray light.

      Beneath the bench, Apology Thirteen—back in her white petal sundress—was stirring a rather large pool of slobber with a twig. “No no, not sexy,” she said, shaking her head. “En I no eat it!”

      Sarah quickly swiped saliva from her cheek. The impossible events of death and heaven and monsters came rushing back.

      Then . . . hunger, ravenous hunger. She never made enough ID to buy a damn hotdog. And now, the painful void within was trying to consume her.

      Someone grabbed her shoulder none-too kindly, and she snapped to attention, glaring at a large man with dark brown skin and very wide eyes. He wore a blue uniform that featured strips of metal. And prominently shaved into his short and dense black hair was the letter Q.

      Her stomach—or her inner demon; it was always one of the two—said he’d do nicely for a morning snack. A low growl escaped her throat. She was too hungry to be embarrassed by it.

      The man jumped back three long steps, hands waving out in front of himself for protection despite having a very handy baton attached to his waist.

      The movement, the fear, the attempt to escape all tickled a baser instinct within. She sat upright in an instant, fingernails digging into the bench’s soft wood, and leaned forward as if the poor thing was gravity, wanting her to close the distance.

      The man turned his palm upward, and a walkie-talkie materialized, then bounced between his hands. He finally grabbed it, pressed a button, and shouted, “We have a WWRESOB. I repeat, WW-RE-SOB. Woman With Red Eyes Sleeping On Bench. Please advise!”

      Sarah stood in one fluid movement, eyes locked on the red flow of his essence. She didn’t even need essence. That wasn’t the food her body craved. But it would serve as a distraction.

      The more his heart thrashed, the more his essence shifted and shimmered like millions of metallic flakes, too small to see individually, but together, they enticed her.

      Static hissed from the walkie-talkie, then a male’s voice, distant-sounding, came through, “Is that Byron?”

      Another voice, this one female and louder, replied, “Who else?”

      “Tell him to stop making up codes!”

      “Did you get that, Byron?”

      Sarah eased forward, muscles tensed, her own heart thudding to a pulse of eager excitement. He was a walking Twinkie, chocolate flavored. That’s racist. But could you really be racist toward food?

      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen yelled, fluttering to the side. She threw a blast of blue fairy dust. “You no eat man, dumb dumb!”

      The guard, having heard this, went rigid, eyes going more round by the second. He mouthed the word Eat? His hand started to shake.

      “Byron. . .?” the female voice asked in a bored drawl. “Hello? Are you—”

      He dropped the walkie-talkie, and it vanished before it hit the ground. The sudden movement shattered that palpable tension between them.

      He squeaked like a field mouse!

      Sarah crossed the distance, slid around him, and had fangs in his neck before his heart could beat twice, burning 30 essence to double her Dexterity.

      She greedily drew out his essence, pulled on his life force to fill the void. It came in a rush, tasting dry and chalky! She broke off and sputtered.

      The man spun toward her, pulled his baton free, and used his one and only opening to . . . toss it to her feet? He sprinted away, shouting, “I’m just a patrolman! Don’t eat me!”

      Apology Thirteen flew up. “We be partners, but you no listen to me! Err! Armor taste good, huh huh?”

      Sarah crossed her arms over her very empty, very disappointed stomach. She glared back at her fairy and chose not to answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Sooo dumb,” Apology Thirteen muttered for the umpteenth time on their trek up to the third ring where—with a teensy-weensy bit of luck—they could find food for a paltry 27 ID and then get back to monster-slaying and contest-winning.

      Sarah had spent the ten minutes of stair climbing contemplating life, death, and what-the-hell? With every passing hour, she had become more violent, more aggressive.

      It’s heaven’s fault! Heaven made her this way, then forced her to kill monsters. She fought rooms full of skeletons, basic elementals, and a rusty treasure chest with teeth.

      One challenge room featured a single white chicken—chicken! tender, juicy, still-living-but-that’s-fixable chicken—pecking the dirt, its level a fraction of one. The moment she attacked the thing, two dozen chickens swarmed out of nowhere. And they only dropped inedible feathers!

      That was the last straw to break the vampire’s back. She was beyond exhausted, brain mush, armor down to 8/50. There wasn’t an inkling of cognition left to choose her latest skill for leveling to 3, and now she was far too hungry—and . . . a tad guilty—to think about it.

      “I’m,” she whispered, then sighed. She didn’t want to admit fault, but fault there was, lots and lots of fault pressing down on her heart, which didn’t make the pain in her stomach feel any better.

      “She speaks! What miracle!”

      “I’m sorry. . . .”

      “I no hear you.”

      “I’m sorry! Okay?” she said, then quickly scanned the adjoining paths for guards who just might be out searching for a WWRE. Not many people were out this early, which only made her easier to spot.

      “But it was his fault,” she quickly added with a bit of hangry stubbornness.

      “How how? Tell me how it be his fault, a man who do job.”

      “I haven’t had my coffee yet. . . .”

      “Pfft!”

      “Or any food! I was hungry; I’m still hungry.”

      “You can’t just eat people.”

      “Can’t I? I am a vampire, you know?”

      “It not nice!”

      “Neither was he. And he would have come back to life anyway. A little bit of murder can’t be that bad, can it?”

      “You get in trouble, locked up, lose!”

      “Ugh, I will try not to eat anyone.”

      “Try?”

      “Try hard. . .? What do you want from me?”

      “Do or do not, there be no try!”

      “Fine. I won’t eat anyone else!” Sarah shouted and huffed. This rather positive reassurance didn’t yield such a positive reaction from a group of guys passing by. In fact, they looked quite alarmed and quickened their pace.

      “Ehhh,” she said, “sexual innuendo! Hehee. . . .” As if that made it any better. It didn’t. Now others were giving her that stink eye of disapproval, as if they weren’t kinky bastards themselves.

      She wanted to wring their necks. And if she was already there, why waste the essence? That thought process only revealed she wasn’t being truthful. Her personal proclamation needed an amendment.

      “I won’t eat anyone else,” she said again, more discreetly this time, “without your permission?” She then thought of Reditus Prisha and added, “Or theirs! That’s better, right?”

      Apology Thirteen sighed.

      Sarah took the last exhausting step to the third ring, and there, among various unimportant shops, stood a glorious cafe. The mere sight of it gave her the strength to march straight through the front door and into the wondrous smells of food.

      A tall bird near the door ruffled its green and gold feathers. It chirped twice, then cocked its head to one side and said, in a squeaky voice, “Customer, customer, ack!”

      “Welcome to the Gantin,” said a woman in a Scottish accent. She had a slight frame wrapped in a green shawl, red hair—half up in a single braid, the rest straight—and stood behind a bar top, her back to the entrance, her focus on a man who appeared to be toasting bread in a brick oven.

      “Goan grab a seat where ye like,” the woman said, then to the man, “Dinnae ye burn the bread. So stay here and watch it. I nae be havin’ excuses this time. Once the edges brown, pull em out! Ye can slay a dragon but ye cannae toast bread. What that say bout ye?”

      The man huffed. He was tall, broad chested, and bald. He had a short brown beard with curling bits of white. He said, in a deep, passionate voice, “That I slay dragons, woman. That what it say!”

      “Nae, it say yer an eejit! Everybody know how to toast bread. Only eejits burn it.”

      Sarah pulled out a heavy stool from beneath the bar top and sat, fingers interlocked to keep them from shaking. That worm-infested apple was the last thing she ate, and it was practically nothing.

      Apology Thirteen landed next to her and glanced around. Given how many adventurers were down at the challenge rooms late last night, it made perfect sense why this place was practically empty, save for an old man in a gray three-piece suit tapping buttons on his TI graphing calculator and scribbling down notes.

      Empty round tables made up most of the cafe, covered in polished scales the size of a child’s hand. Each table featured a different color: black, red, opalescent, purple.

      “Oy. . . .” the bread-burning, dragon-slaying man said. He conceded the point and knelt in front of the oven, then said, “Did ye nae tell me—”

      “Nae excuses, didnae I say?” The woman shook her head and turned to Sarah. “A’m terribly sorry bout that. What ye be—” She stopped and gaped.

      “Uh, hello?” Sarah said, slightly out of breath. She felt clammy. Prickling cold sweat made her skin itch. Her hunger was wrestling with her inner demon, draining her energy.

      “What red eyes ye have!”

      “Better to see you with?”

      “Ha! Ye be a funny one. But purely, red eyes?” the woman asked, then squinted.

      A sense of curiosity brushed Sarah’s core, and, to be polite—although it was becoming increasingly difficult to care about anything besides what she could gnaw on—she focused on the woman’s soul.

      A white symbol of a rabbit materialized. The woman smiled, instantly feeling . . . motherly? She had a sweet sense of warmth about her, the type of woman who made sure you ate enough, whether or not you were hungry.

      Sarah was definitely hungry.

      “A vampire!” the woman squeaked, awestruck. She reached out behind herself toward the man, waving her fingers in the air, unable to look away. “Ken, jo, come come come come, a pure vampire! Ye believe it?”

      Sarah smiled awkwardly. Everywhere she went, she became the spotlight of everyone’s curiosity. She’d much rather be the curious one on the other end of the exchange.

      The man pushed himself to his feet and glanced over. He shrugged. “Aye, so she is,” he said without any enthusiasm.

      The woman scoffed. “That be all ye got to say? A pure vampire, Ken!”

      “Oy. She a bonny lass.”

      “Pshaw! Wh-why ye say such a thing? I be standin’ right here.”

      “Woman! Goan tell me what ye want me to say, and I’ll say it.”

      “I can tell ye what I didnae want. I didnae want ye flirtin’ with all the bonny lasses who stroll into ma wee cafe.”

      “I not be flirtin’. I only have eyes for one woman, and she be off her head!”

      “But ye like me anyway, don’t ye?”

      “Aye. . . . Like ye more if—”

      “The bread, Ken. The bread’s burnin’!”

      Ken rushed back to the brick oven and yanked the breadboard out, sending half a dozen sliced and buttered and now blackened pieces of bread to the floor. He threw his hands up, saying, “I’m such a bampot!” then trudged through the kitchen door and slammed it behind himself.

      The woman turned back to Sarah, grinning. “That be ma jo. Gonnae keep him grounded, ye see? Think he can do anythin’ because he’s strong. So I go an make him a humble pie, now and then.

      “Oh, I’m bein’ rude! Ma name is Catriona. This be ma cafe. Ken and I, we was wantin’ to expand on our inn we have on the second ring, so here it is! And ye are?”

      Sarah grimaced. The world seemed to wobble, and her stomach was killing her . . . literally. Flakes of color pulled together to reveal her health bar, and a -1 in red slid off toward the ceiling.

      She exhaled, entirely spent. The world blurred, followed by a loud thunk! Her forehead pressed against the very solid bartop.

      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen shouted at the same time Catriona called for someone named Pip, over and over.

      “Stop calling me that!” the old man said. “My name is Philip Roderick or Mr. Roderick if you prefer. Never Pip!”

      “If ye paid any attention to anythin’ beyond ye notes, yed see this amn’t the time! It be an emergency. She be starvin’!”

      “That so? Then how fortunate for she to have found herself within a cafe of all places? Give her some food.”

      “She be a vampire!”

      “A vampire?”

      “Goan, lend me yer neck.”

      “You’ve gone mad! You cannot just feed me to your guests.”

      “Ye old bag of bones. Stop bein’ selfish for once, and get over here! She be dyin’!”

      Sarah pushed herself upright. Another health point slipped away. The smallest of movements was a struggle, and her stomach felt like a demon had it in a vice grip.

      “I don’t . . .” she said, pausing to breathe, “need essence. Do you have any food? The burnt bread, maybe?”

      “Oh, lassie, I wouldn’t feed ye ma scraps. Ye eat real food, do ye? I can handle that.”

      Catriona summoned a flip phone, pressed a few buttons, and the outline of three medium-sized plates materialized. She took them, one by one, and placed each in front of Sarah.

      The first plate held a towering stack of pancakes, butter melting down the sides. The second plate barely contained a mountain of crispy hash browns. And the third had sausage and bacon arranged around a spiky pink flower.

      A perfectly orchestrated set of aromas hit at once. Sarah breathed them in and licked her lips. An animalistic need nearly overpowered her, making her arms shake.

      She looked up at the kindly woman and blinked back tears. “I . . .” she said and swallowed, “don’t think I can afford this.” It was the hardest damn thing she had ever uttered. “B-but maybe the bread. . .?”

      “Havers!” Catriona said, crossing her arms. “Goan, be a good wee lassie, eat every- single- bite. Payment details might can wait. Yer starvin’. And I not be havin’ that in ma cafe.”

      “Eat, dumb dumb!” Apology Thirteen yelled. She grabbed a sausage and tried to joust it into Sarah’s mouth, only to miss and get her in the nose instead.

      It didn’t matter. She had food! Lots and lots of food! She grabbed the sausage and bit it in two. The savory, spicy, crisp-on-the-outside, moist-on-the-inside sausage was ten-thousand times better than a worm-infested apple!

      She ate and ate, unable to slow down enough to use the utensils Catriona had provided. The woman also poured a glass of coffee and didn’t chide her poor guest for the lack of table manners.

      Three sausages, two bacon strips, half the pancakes, and a good helping of hash browns later—also known as one or two minutes—Mr. Roderick pulled one of the heavy stools out and sat at the bar. “It would appear,” he said, “that I should live another day.”

      “Not that ye deserve it!” Catriona said.

      “For heaven’s sake, I’ll pay my tab soon. You can’t just take it out of my hide. And you very well know that I’m good for it.”

      “Aye, good for the money, jus’ cannae lift a finger if I be dyin’ is all.”

      “I would not have let her die.”

      “So ye say now. Little late dinnae ye know? Now, offski skoosh. Out out. I gonnae talk to ma knew friend without ye hangin’ abouts.”

      Mr. Roderick frowned. He looked like he was going to protest but then shrugged, returned the stool, and left through the front door.

      “Bye bye, jackass, ack!” the green and gold bird squawked. It bounced its head up and down.

      “Aurudis!” Catriona said in a reprimanding tone. “Be polite to the customers, or they willnae come back.”

      “Be polite, jackass, ack!”

      She drew in a deep breath, shaking her head and looking to the ceiling. “Stubborn. But he gets it from me, so I cannae complain.

      “Yer lookin’ much better lass, dinnae have a health bar anymore. How ye feelin’?” she asked, handing over a damp rag.

      Sarah swallowed the last of the pancakes and took the rag. She had never ever, not even in her most frenzied doughnut-gorging moments of life, eaten so much food so fast.

      “I feel so so so much better,” she said. “Thank you. Really. You saved my life. And that was the best breakfast I’ve ever had.”

      Catriona pressed a hand to her chest and smiled. “Ye’re welcome. A’m jus’ relieved you can eat food. Dinnae know where to find blood. And that Pip. He was rightfully unhelpful, wasn’t he?”

      “Oh, I don’t drink blood.”

      “Ye don’t!”

      “Well, not blood. I drink living essence. But it’s not food. It’s more of a resource for my skills and how I gain levels. It’s all still very new to me.”

      “How fascinatin’. Let me jus’ say it, I love vampires. Love love love love them. Aye, if I knew I could be a vampire, that’d be my choice, no doubt, not even a wee one!”

      Sarah smiled. It would have been so stupid helpful to have had a vampire mentor to help her through the transition. But there were benefits to being the first.

      She had a fangirl, which was a little odd but also . . . fun? In the past life, no one was excited to know her; they didn’t look at her the same way that Catriona did now.

      “Jings!” she said. “Huvnae given ye permission to enter. But it seems ye didnae need it. And it’s daytime! What in all the heavens are ye doin’ awake?”

      “I’m not a normal vampire.”

      “Well, that I knew right away! Tell me—ma curiosity wants to know—do ye have a reflection?”

      “I . . . do, actually. I didn’t even think about that earlier. Then again, vampires before Dracula had reflections. It’d be strange just to see my clothes reflecting back, wouldn’t it?”

      “Indeed! And do all vampires got a pet fairy?”

      “I no pet!” Apology Thirteen said, throwing her arms down to her sides. “I be Interface.”

      “Purely? Like a soul device?”

      “Yes yes!”

      “So do all vampires got fairy Interfaces?”

      “No,” Sarah said, sipped her coffee that had a sweet floral taste with a hint of chocolate, and explained her wild ride into the afterlife, one that might still end with her returning to the Cycle.

      “Oy, that bastard Gameus!” Catriona said, genuinely upset. “More devil than god. Cannae say I ever liked the man. Ye poor lass! You nae worry ‘bout payin’. I got ye covered this time.”

      “Really?” Sarah asked, surprised. “I have some ID. And I’ll make more—”

      “Havers! Let me do this for ye. Life not always treated me kindly. I know what it be like.”

      “Th-thanks. . . .”

      “Ye’re welcome. And jings! Ye be needin’ a place to stay tonight. Go to the Cluaran on the second ring before first dinner. I got somethin’ for ye, includin’ a bath—ye a bit pungent.”

      Sarah laughed. She could most definitely do with a hot bath and a real bed tonight. Not having to worry about where she would end up after a long day of challenge rooms lifted a weight off her shoulders.

      Aurudis squawked, “Welcome jackass, ack!” And people—along with their fairies—stepped inside, led by one particularly stupid bastard:

      Virgil.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      For the briefest of seconds, Sarah wasn’t in the Gantin; she was hanging above the gaping maw of darkness, holding Virgil’s sweat-slick hand. Fear had its frozen claws in her, her heart thrashing for all its worth.

      He shouted, “LET GO!” His eyes had changed, no longer kind and mischievous but angry and demanding. He rammed his knee into her nose, snapping her head back.

      She could hardly see through the tears, hardly breathe, her lungs filling with tiny gasps, her shrill words, “Pull me up!” falling on deaf ears.

      And then—his expression revealing not a single shred of reservation—he threw her away like garbage to be forgotten, to be left broken at the bottom of the world.

      It was this very same stupid, backstabbing, piece-of-shit Virgil that now shared a table with two others, laughing while they tried to get the bird to say more swear words.

      An inferno of rage burned through her chest, brightening the world in its contrasting colors and scents and sounds.

      Of all the cafes in the Mad Queen’s realm, he just had to choose this one for his new group of soon-to-be discarded friends.

      “No no no no no,” Apology Thirteen whispered urgently, hiding behind the coffee cup. “You no eat Virgil. I no give permission.” She pointed to the last sausage. “Eat that en go. No cause scene. No make trouble. We hide en get stronger, yes?”

      Sarah wanted to bask in the fire of rage, let it smother her other thoughts and emotions. But . . . Gah! Embracing those emotions would only lead to her doing something stupid.

      She cut off the flow of essence, feeling the heat of hate in her chest but not the fire that urged her to act now, kill now. What would killing him even accomplish?

      More people piled through the cafe’s entrance, grabbing tables. Thankfully, none of them were guards. They greeted Catriona, who had moved off to welcome her customers, handing out menus to those who weren’t ordering their usual.

      Half a dozen conversations gave the cafe a lively air. One guy grabbed another in a friendly chokehold that ended in a noogie. A girl asked about Jake only to learn he had died with too much taint and wouldn’t Return for a few days.

      Everyone wore different styles of armor, from cloth and hide to fancy leather brigandine or scale. But despite their many differences, the one thing they all had in common was blackened fingertips or hands or arms.

      The exception to this were those who had fairies, fairies that stood on the bird’s perch, cocking their heads and mimicking whatever it said—“Jackass, jackass, ack!”—which prompted the bird to keep repeating itself.

      Catriona, in between filling the tables with food, said to the fairies, “Aye, keep makin’ yer racket, and I gonnae feed ye to my cellar demon. Might can make glitter pie from its droppins.”

      To which Aurudis replied, “Shit pie, ack!”

      A guy eating a brown slice of pie for breakfast put his fork down.

      Sarah finished her sausage, fulfilling her obligation to eat every- single- delicious bite. It was now time to escape unnoticed. Busy day: monsters to kill, people to avoid.

      “First challenge ain’t nuh’n!” Virgil said. Just hearing that nasal voice was a grating experience.

      “Dude-bro,” one of Virgil’s new friends said. The guy had long brown hair, a pasty-white-never-gone-outside complexion, and a pencil-thin mustache. “You gotta be pulling our legs. I’m sayin’ no way Jose. You couldn’t have survived the first challenge alone. Them monsters weren’t cool.”

      “Miketty-mike-mike, I ain’t tell no lie. Had a group up until nighttime. But dems weren’t the sharpest forks in the kitchen. I’m thinkin’ Toady ran off an’ died. Haven’t seen him since. And this one girl—”

      Sarah tensed.

      “—Susan? I think it was Susan. She looked like a Susan. Not the prettiest thang, but would do in a pinch, if ya know what I mean. Anyways, she went en fell off the bridge, bless her soul, that idiot.”

      He laughed. Laughed! Laughed like falling into the void had somehow been a fun excursion and not a terrifying, make-peace-with-yourself ordeal that he forced upon her.

      “No no no no no,” Apology Thirteen whispered, now flying.

      At some point, Sarah had stood, jaw clenched, the rage fighting against her waning control.

      “No eat dumb dumbs!”

      “I’m a thinkin’,” Virgil said, “she wanted to die. That’s gotta be it. Prolly scared of the dark. Ya know, living ain’t for the weak, and she was weak as—”

      A resounding slap silenced the cafe.

      Everyone turned to see what had happened.

      Sarah found herself not by the bar but at the center of everyone’s attention, next to Virgil’s side, glaring down at the pathetic monster of a human being.

      A -2 in white drifted away.

      He looked stunned and . . . confused? “Why ya go an do that, miss? Do I know ya?”

      Know her? Was he so dumb to not recognize the person he assumed to have killed? His vibrant red essence was screaming for her to devour it.

      “Dude-bro,” Virgil’s friend said, “you boned her and forgot her name? That’s epiiic. High five that shit.”

      “I ain’t boned anyone, man,” Virgil said. “But damn girl, you gots the hottest red eyes I ever saw. Place en time, en I’ll be there, come hell or tall water!”

      “Olette?” Apology Twelve asked, then cupped her mouth with both hands and pretended to drift away, riding a nonexistent breeze.

      Virgil caught sight of the black opal ring on Sarah’s hand. His eyes went wide with recognition. He said slowly, as if having a hard time grasping the impossibility that stood before him, “Susan?”

      “It’s Sarah!” she yelled. She wanted to smash tables, break chairs, and shatter plates. Her inner demon gleefully revealed a dozen different ways to hurt him, to punish him, to shame him in front of all of these people.

      But then she saw Catriona—compassionate, kind, motherly Catriona—standing there among her customers, surprise and concern on her face.

      Sarah eased back. She was causing trouble. She was being a nuisance, a rude and inconsiderate person everyone loved to hate. Ruining the cafe in some justice-seeking tantrum would solve nothing.

      “I didn’t fall,” she finally said, voice low. “This . . . idiot—after I saved his life, no less—threw me into the chasm as bait so he could survive the monsters.” She looked at Virgil’s new friends: Mike and a fat guy with a black buzz cut and olive-colored skin. “Just thought you should know who your friend was.”

      Without waiting to hear whatever lame excuse Virgil could muster up on the spot, she whipped around and marched out of the cafe.

      Aurudis squawked, “It’s Sarah, ack!”

      The outside was cruelly bright, searing Sarah’s eyeballs. She didn’t have a hood anymore, nor did she want to sacrifice all of her hard-earned essence.

      “What excuse now?” Apology Thirteen asked. “You got coffee! I no get coffee, en I no hit people. Be more like me.”

      Sarah shielded her face. “It was Virgil. And I didn’t eat him, did I? To not react to his insufferable presence—to his lies—would have been far more shocking.”

      “But now he know you no dead. What he do now? What he say to others, hmm? You make this thing worse, harder on you.”

      Sarah didn’t have a response to that. Yes, it was stupid and illogical and— Gah! Why was she so fucking stupid?

      A man whistled at her, grinning hopefully.

      She smoldered at him . . . in the literal sense.

      He seemed to pick up on the not-so-sexy smell of a burning vampire and chose to move along.

      Across the street was a general store. The sign read, Things 4 You. And beneath the sign, in smaller text, read, Books 4 You. The bookshop?

      If there was anything in the whole of heaven that could make her feel remotely normal—if only for a few minutes—it was a bookshop. That, and she could really do with a hat.

      She hurriedly crossed the street, weaving through the foot traffic and people riding strange beasts: a magnificent rooster as big as a horse, an equally large jackrabbit, and wolves.

      Among these fantastical creatures was a giant snail casually sliding across the cobblestones, leaving a thick trail of slime behind it. A man and woman sat upon its back beneath a pink canopy, engaged in polite conversation while enjoying a cup of tea.

      This would never be anything besides pure, wondrous magic! She’d happily gawk at these people living their fantasy lives, but the sunlight made her face feel like it was under a heat lamp.

      She grabbed the handle to the shop.

      “I stay outside,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “What? You said you wanted to learn how to read. This is a bookshop.”

      “Yes yes! But”—she looked at the other fairies now fluttering outside the cafe—“they tattletales.”

      “They can’t read,” Sarah said with a bit of impatience. “So how would they know?”

      “We no dumb dumb! No need to read to know this be book place. Books all over it! No no, I stay here en wait.”

      “You’re not going to be a fairy forever. Their laws won’t apply to you. Or do you think we’re going to lose?”

      “I—”

      “And you have all of our loot. Who else is going to buy it other than a general store? Come on. I’m melting.” She opened the door and stepped inside, immediately feeling better.

      That heavenly—or what was, once upon a time on a little blue Earth, considered heavenly before literally everything became heavenly—smell of books greeted her.

      She breathed it in and didn’t want to let it go. The smell instantly took her back to a time when she read about adventures rather than lived them.

      Why did she have to die? She had decades left of reading in wonderful places like this. But then again, if she survived Gameus’s little contest, she’d have an eternity.

      She could open her own shop!

      What a beautiful thought.

      “I knew it!” a straight-backed woman yelled. She stood across the shop of miscellaneous items from clothing and crafting ingredients to hundreds of books that lined the walls all the way up to the ceiling, requiring wall-mounted ladders to reach them.

      She looked far from happy to see a new customer in an otherwise abandoned shop. The woman had brunette hair pulled into a messy bun, beige skin, and light wrinkles under a dusting of pink powder.

      “Excuse me?” Sarah asked.

      “I- am- his- wife!” the woman said, marching forward with three books held under her arm. “And who might you be?”

      “I’m Sar—”

      “Charles was out late last night. Came home with the slightest scent of rose on him. I bet you smell like a rose. Oh! No. No you do not.”

      Sarah exhaled. “I know I stink! It’s not like I’ve had access to a bath since I died.”

      “Since you Returned?”

      “No, died. This is my second day in heaven.”

      “In the Mad Queen’s realm?” the woman asked.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “So . . . you didn’t seduce my husband to your bed and pleasure him with fiendish powers?”

      “God no!”

      “Why, is he not good enough for you?”

      “I-I’m— What? I’m here for a hat and”—she looked around at the wonderful display of countless stories—“books.”

      “Well!” the woman said bewilderedly, “why didn’t you just start with that? It’s not every day I get a supermodel in here. He’s a promiscuous man, you know? Got to keep my leash tight. But I see I was wrong about you. A book lover, you are?”

      “Guilty. I’m Sarah, and this is Apology Thirteen,” she said, then paused and considered the nervous-looking fairy, “or Olette?”

      Apology Thirteen jerked at the sound of what was apparently her name. “No no no no no! I be Apology Thirteen. Who be Olette? What a dumb dumb name that be.”

      “Apology Twelve called you Olette.”

      “She be dumber than poop-snot!”

      “Or—”

      “No or. I be Apology Thirteen, Interface for dumb dumb who no remember my name.”

      The woman laughed. “You two are just so animated. I love it! I’m Harriet, and I can tell we’re going to be bosom friends.”

      The store shook.

      Sarah tensed and looked down at the floorboards where every particle of her being was saying there was something there, wanting to consume her.

      Harriet pulled out a golden pocket watch. Her fingers—like so many others—were black. “Looks like it’s first breakfast. A little late, I believe. But what is time but a construct of our making?”

      “What’s up with the first and second mealtimes?” Sarah asked. “Is there a first and second lunch, too?”

      “Oh, don’t be silly. Teddy can’t eat that much. There’s a first and second breakfast and dinner. No lunch. They are the only consistent markers of time in the realm, which is why everyone uses them.

      “Most businesses close at second dinner, some open at first. Most adventuring starts at second breakfast and ends at first dinner. You’ll get used to it soon, I’m sure.”

      Sarah looked at Harriet’s black fingers again, curiosity demanding her to ask, “What is taint?”

      “Taint?” Harriet asked, bringing up her hand and frowning. “Yes, quite a bothersome thing. You can say our souls are withering in this realm. Death exacerbates the problem, and the more you have when you die, the longer it takes to Return.

      “That is why ID is so valuable. You use it to cleanse the taint. Very important for an adventurer and a sign of status. But it doesn’t bother me much. I’m no adventurer. And the friends I keep aren’t so self-important.

      “But none of this is why you’ve come to my store, is it? How can I help you?”

      “I need a—”

      “Stop!”

      Sarah jerked.

      “How shameful of me. If we’re to be bosom friends, I cannot allow you to persist in such a state.” Harriet grabbed Sarah’s hand and pulled her through the store to a backdoor.

      “What are we doing?”

      “You are gorgeous, my dear, but you smell like a Durum Boar! Not to be concerned. I’m an expert in perfumes.”

      They crossed through a hallway and stepped into a small fragrant room. The walls had a dozen tiny shelves, each with a depth of about two inches. And on those shelves were every shape and color of glass bottle.

      Harriet summoned her phone, tapped a few buttons, then the outline of a bucket appeared. She grabbed it, and it materialized, full of water.

      She placed the bucket on the floor, tapped the buttons of her phone again, and withdrew a towel. “Take this,” she said, handing the towel to Sarah. “It’s far from the ideal steamy bath, but it’ll do. Clothes off!”

      “What?”

      “Oh, I didn’t peg you as the shy type. Would it be easier if I removed my clothes, too?”

      “No! I just—”

      “You’re not going to get a good wash in while you wear that there armor, hon. I’ll turn away.”

      Apology Thirteen did something, and Sarah’s armor disappeared, leaving her naked. The air was instantly cold, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

      Harriet had turned around, humming as she looked over the many glass bottles.

      Sarah glared at Apology Thirteen.

      “Why glare?” she asked innocently. “You smell bad. You climb stairs en fight monsters en roll in dirt. You smell so bad, you make me smell bad.”

      “Fine,” Sarah said. She pushed the towel into the bucket—the water colder than the air—and proceeded to scrub the stink away. Only until she had gone over herself three damn times did Apology Thirteen agree to equip the armor again.

      Harriet grabbed a lime-green bottle. “I think this will do nicely,” she said and turned. The bottle had a rubber ball-looking contraption attached to the lid. She held it out, squeezed the ball, and a puff of green in the shape of a hummingbird flew around Sarah.

      She took a step back. The fresh scent of morning after a light rainfall in a flower garden permeated her armor, hair, and skin.

      “There!” Harriet said, returning the bottle to her wall. “I call it Morning Orgasm. It has a hint of my own sweat.”

      “Wut?” Sarah asked.

      Apology Thirteen laughed.

      “Now you smell as delightful as you look,” Harriet said, taking Sarah’s hand and pulling her back to the front of the store. “How might I help you? Looking for a new book?”

      “Actually,” Sarah said, “I need a hat. Do you have hats?”

      “Of course! Nothing too fancy. If you want fancy, there’s a store in the third sector I would recommend. But fancy hats have fancy prices.”

      “I don’t have much.”

      “Define much.”

      “Twenty-seven ID,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “But we have loot,” Sarah said quickly. “Maybe we can sell it?”

      Harriet nodded and stepped over to a counter. “Sure, I buy loot. Everything has its use and price. Even if I don’t sell it, I can resell it to another store. What do you have?”

      Apology Thirteen flew over and started summoning all the random junk they found in the challenge rooms.

      
        
        ¤ Loot

        » 3× Cursed Ruby Tooth

        » 4× Grex Hen Feather

        » 2× Scrap Metal

        » 1× Iron Ore

        » 1× Rusty Old Hatchet [Junk · Lvl. 1 · 2-4]

        » 1× Patrolman Baton [Common · Lvl. 5]

      

      

      Sarah quickly grabbed the baton and hid it behind her back. She gave Apology Thirteen a pointed stare.

      “A guard’s baton?” Harriet asked, narrowing her eyes. “Well! They sure recruited you quickly. So you’re a guard? Working undercover, are you?”

      “I’m not. Really!”

      “Then how did you get one of their batons?”

      “Uhh,” Sarah said and bit her lip, “it was a . . . gift?” That was true. Kind of. “They’re quite nice to newcomers.”

      “Ha! Nice to newcomers, you say? I’ve never seen them do a single nice thing. That baton you’re hiding is their proof of being a guard. They wouldn’t just give it to you, so you’re either one of them or . . . you stole it?”

      “I— Well— You see . . .”

      “You stole it!” Harriet yelled and laughed. “Please tell me you stole it.”

      “I didn’t steal it. He threw it at me and ran.”

      Harriet continued to laugh and slapped the counter, making all the loot jump. “By all the heavens, what did you do to make a guard abandon his oath?”

      “Yes yes!” Apology Thirteen said. “Tell woman. What did you do, hmm?”

      Sarah exhaled. At the very least, the woman didn’t appear to like the guards. “I might have tried to eat him. . .?”

      Harriet laughed louder. “Good! Those bunch of failed adventurers deserve it.”

      “They’re not official?”

      “There’s nothing official about them. They are self-elected protectors of the realm. More a mob than anything. They’ve been trying to impose a tax. And if you don’t pay it, unfriendly characters start hanging around your shop.

      “How about this? I’ll give you 10 ID for the baton. They aren’t worth anything. All they do is cause pain but don’t really do damage. Quite worthless in the challenge rooms.”

      “You hate them that much?”

      “Oh, that’s an understatement if I’ve ever heard one. Most merchants I know despise them. The guards—we call them Q-tips, ha!—recruit all the losers who find themselves in the Mad Queen’s realm, unable or unwilling to run the challenge room gauntlet.

      “Individually, they are worthless, but they have the numbers to be a nuisance. I’ll give you 10 ID for every baton you bring me. The other merchants might be willing to toss a few ID to the cause, so check back with me later.”

      Sarah looked to Apology Thirteen. “Can I eat them?”

      “Pfft! Fine fine! But you no strong yet. We go to challenge rooms first.”

      “And for that, I need—”

      Caw! A crow with unblinking purple eyes watched from the top of a shelf. It cocked its head, jumped from its perch, and flew through the far wall of books, bursting into smoke and fading.

      “A Queen’s Watcher?” Harriet asked.

      “That’s the second one I’ve seen.”

      “They are very rare! They are considered lucky for adventurers, I hear. The queen must favor you.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not an adventurer, can’t say for sure. Maybe you get better loot than . . . this?” she motioned to the loot on the counter.

      “Is it not worth anything?”

      “Hon, everything is worth something, just not a lot of something. But what do you hope to get from this?”

      “A hat,” Sarah said, then quickly added, “and a book?”

      “Now you’re speaking my language. Perfumes and books, those are my passions. I’m experimenting with my own book, full of romance and dangerous adventure. Each chapter has its own scent that matches the setting. Since smell is so intrinsically linked to memory, I want my customers to come back to buy the perfume of their favorite chapters. Wouldn’t that be neat?”

      “That’s ingenious.”

      “I know,” Harriet said proudly. “So what type of book are you looking for?”

      “Do you have any children’s books?”

      “A scant few. I wish I had those Serendipity books. Not that I could sell them, there are no kids in heaven.”

      “Really?”

      “You didn’t know? They’re probably in some other heaven. I miss kids and their wide-eyed wonder about life. All of these adults can make a heaven feel stuffy.

      “But you want a children’s book? What level?”

      “Lowest you have,” Sarah said, eyeing a very excited Apology Thirteen. “I’m teaching someone how to read.”

      “What a noble pursuit! I have to say, I’ve never been so wrong about someone. Let me see what I can find.”

      Harriet wandered toward a bookshelf, paused, shook her head, tapped her finger to her bottom lip, then marched over to a reading nook. She pulled a small white book free and returned.

      “I’ve had this book for ages,” Harriet said, holding out the book—The Care Bears’ Book of ABCs—“almost as long as my book on trigonometry. No one in heaven wants to do math. Go figure.

      “And as for a hat? I might just have the most perfect thing for you!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah stepped into the wide circle that made up the challenge room entrances, their golden archways etched into the tall black walls.

      “Ribbit,” said her hat.

      Someone glanced at her and snickered. It wasn’t the first of such glances she had endured. In fact, every person she had passed all the way to Buru’s store and all the way to the center of the city seemed amused by her animated hat.

      It was a frog.

      How frogs could be hats was beyond her. Then again, how pumpkins could be armor was also beyond her.

      Apology Thirteen had never been so over-the-top gleeful. Every time the hat made the teensiest of sounds, she mimicked it and giggled.

      Harriet bought all of the junk loot for 13 ID, bought the baton for 10 ID, then sold the book and hat for 20 ID, which was supposed to be at a discount. Any other hat would have been far too expensive.

      Buru repaired Sarah’s armor, only losing 2 of its 50 total armor points, making it 48/48. He also sold her a long sleeve shirt.

      Initially, the shirt didn’t solve the problem that her arms were uncovered, which, for a stupid vampire strolling around the city in the middle of the day, wasn’t ideal. The problem: armor replaced clothing. Any actual clothing, while the armor was equipped, essentially didn’t exist.

      But, after adjusting a few settings, he and Apology Thirteen made it so the shirt would stay equipped. The main disadvantage to this, however, was that any damage she received, so would the shirt. Nothing was ever easy.

      She now had a grand total of 3 ID.

      Gah, it sucks being poor.

      At least she wasn’t beyond hungry, beyond exhausted, and incredibly inexperienced. The idea of stepping into a challenge room to murder some not-so-innocent thing didn’t fill her stomach with anxiety.

      People were all around, just as busy now before second breakfast as it had been at midnight. The main difference was how many more merchants were out, shouting at passersby.

      There were guards, too. Not the Q-tip variety, though they were here on patrol, scanning the crowd, making Sarah traverse the space in a way that could hardly be called suspicious. . . .

      But there were other guards, too. These guards were different. They, for whatever reason, patrolled the black pool of muck, wearing armor that could have, very well, been dunked into the pool, giving it a greasy sheen.

      They walked with an uneven gate, arms swinging at their sides, torsos rigid and upright. It was a strange combination. Half of their body cared a whole lot while the other half didn’t mind being dragged along.

      There was something eery about them, hiding beneath their helmets. Were their eyes glowing purple, or was that the crystal above them?

      “A pretty lady needs a pretty potion!” called a man with sun-tanned skin and slicked-back blond hair. He stood in front of a wall of jars and vials that sparkled in the sunlight.

      Sarah—broken from her trance—took a quick sidestep behind a party of adventurers lest the guards spotted her. She glanced at whoever the salesman was talking to and came eye-to-eye with a shaggy bearded man.

      The man pinched his fluffy eyebrows together and said, “I ain’t a pretty lady.”

      “No?” she asked.

      He huffed and marched away.

      Well, that was one way of handling it. She didn’t mean to offend the guy and wanted to tell him how not-pretty he most truly was.

      On second thought . . . perhaps not.

      She turned back to the potions salesman, her curiosity—requiring very little encouragement these days—had been piqued. She walked up and smiled sheepishly. Her hat greeted the man with a polite, “Ribbit.”

      He took it all very well as if he had dealt with his fair share of frog-hatted women. “I have all types of potions! Want to be stronger, faster?” he asked and picked up two potions, a red one and a blue one, “these will increase your stats for thirty minutes.

      “Or,” he said and grabbed a very familiar-looking yellow vial. It was identical to the one Tod had when she was dying on the ground from poison, “how about a cure-all antidote? Very useful in the challenge rooms!”

      She glared at that potion, fire igniting in her chest. That bastard! Now it made total sense why he had looked so damn guilty and how he got rid of his purple health bar without vomiting a billion spores.

      She ground her teeth.

      “Oh, okay,” the salesman said, “antidotes are bad bad bad. Note taken. Not to worry. Look! It’s gone. I also have health potions and mana potions.”

      She strangled her rampant emotions and breathed out the rage before it started to consume her essence. It was like swallowing fire, fire that wanted to burst out and burn everything.

      But she needed to be in control.

      The emotions would always be there, wanting to lash out, to strike, to destroy. Or she could choose to contain it, let it struggle against her and be used when the time was right, which wasn’t now.

      “How much are your potions?” she finally asked, knowing full well she couldn’t afford more than a drop. But knowing allowed her to plan ahead. Having an antidote might be very useful one of these days.

      “That depends on your membership!”

      “You have memberships?”

      “Of course! Being a member guarantees you the best price, whether you buy down here or at the official shop in sector four. I’m assuming you’re not a member yet?”

      Sarah shook her head.

      “Not a problem!” He smiled and summoned a stack of forms from his phone. “We have membership plans for all: Copper Star, Silver Star, and Gold Star, plus discounts based on your guild or class. We also have a special plan for businesses in case you want to save on taxes.”

      “Taxes?”

      “I take it you’re not a business?”

      She shook her head again. “I can’t buy anything right now. But if you told me your prices, I might be interested later?”

      He nodded slowly, a smile stuck on his face as if by tape. “Well, if you just fill out this form—no payment necessary, miss!—I can figure out the price to whatever potion you’re interested in.”

      Sarah looked at the form. It was six pages long. She looked back at the man’s unchanging smile and said, “I’m actually in a hurry. Maybe later?” and turned to leave.

      “No no! Don’t go. Please please please don’t go! If I don’t get another member, I’m going to lose this job. I need the money, or I’ll lose my house.”

      “That’s—”

      “I have fifteen kids. Who will pay for their food? You wouldn’t want us begging in the streets, would you?”

      “I thought there were no kids in heaven.”

      “Adult kids. You know the type. They don’t have jobs and live in the basement.” He watched her for a solid minute, an odd tension in the air. “Wow, you are a hard nut!

      “Fine, the kids are a lie. How about this, you come to our one-hour seminar about how great Duishniak’s potions are, and I’ll get you tickets to the Ballad of the Beast. I know, I know, very hard to get, but we look after our prospective members.”

      “Stop dumb dumb!” Apology Thirteen yelled.

      The guy jumped back into his wall of potions, knocking a few of them off their shelves. He tried to catch them and failed terribly. They crashed and exploded into different clouds of color.

      “Shit,” Sarah said, taking a step back. It wasn’t her fault, but who knew what the guy would claim to the guards, guards who’d likely just arrest her for past grievances. And if he was willing to lie about having kids, he’d probably lie about anything.

      She quickly headed in a random direction.

      “Don’t go!” the salesman said in a very deep, growling voice. He—ehhh, what used to be he—stood two feet taller and looked very much like a black bear. Within his upturned palm was a red health potion. “One potion for your name, miss?”

      She stopped. That was a good deal, a deal that didn’t require her to spend any money or waste the entire day filling out forms or going to seminars. The fact that he had turned into a bear— Well! Odder things have happened in the last day.

      She slowly stepped up to the towering beast, prepared to unleash her vampiric fury should he try anything, and said, “Sarah.”

      The bear smiled with a mouth of jagged teeth. A growling breath escaped his maw, drool now running from his large lips.

      He proffered the potion. “Sarah. A beautiful name. I’ll fill out a form for you and skip the unnecessaries. Come back whenever you have time.”

      Sarah took the potion, and it dissolved into a white sphere and jumped into her chest. “Thanks,” she said.

      “Ribbit,” said the hat, thankfully.

      She offered a polite, if not a little worried, smile and hurried off toward the first section of black walls, the section for low-level challenges.

      “I scary,” Apology Thirteen said with no small amount of pride. “They no ignore me. I say ‘Stop!’ and they be so afraid.”

      “Everyone thinks you’re a pet,” Sarah said. “And, apparently, pets don’t talk.”

      “I no pet!”

      “I didn’t say you were,” she said, then moved to step around a person having the hardest time walking.

      It was another contestant, a familiar-looking young Asian woman with a pink-winged male fairy. She was the girl Sarah had followed up the stairs before the first challenge.

      The girl had long black hair, a few strands stuck to the sweat on her face. She took in labored breaths with each step, eyes glancing at the beyond-massive purple crystal above.

      Unlike last night, the accosting waves of negative emotions felt like a trickle, barely noticeable. Then again, the more Sarah thought about it, the stronger it got. She quickly shoved it aside.

      “Stop fighting the storm,” she said, echoing Daiyu’s advice.

      “Wh-what?” the girl asked.

      Sarah grabbed the girl’s shoulders, which were protected under a black cloak and leather armor. “Look at me, my body, my—” This was dumb. She didn’t have cleavage wearing this rugged hide armor. But she said it anyway, “—breasts.”

      “I-I . . . What? You don’t have breasts.”

      “I have breasts, thank you. You just can’t see them.”

      “Then why would you tell me to look at them?”

      “Because I’m trying to distract you. . .?”

      The girl stood straight and breathed easily. “Wow. What just happened?”

      “You were giving the crystal’s corruption all of your focus, letting it overpower you. But if you don’t think about it, it can’t do anything to you.”

      “That’s so cool. How do you know that?”

      “I was here last night and ran into the same problem. Someone helped me the same way I helped you.”

      “Did she have breasts?”

      “I have breasts.”

      The girl laughed. “So, like, you already started completing challenge rooms?”

      “Not like I had a choice. I didn’t have any money. When you’re poor, you work, right?”

      “What are you talking about? We all got ID at the end of the last challenge. You had to have been there, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      “You got ID?”

      “Yeah. . .? Gameus took us to the top of this massive mountain. Like, huge. All the normal mountains were thousands of feet below us. You could see all of Olindale from there. We chose our divinities, and he gave us all 200 ID to get started.”

      Sarah blew out a breath. She really should have shoved a dagger into Virgil a few times before leaving the cafe. That asshole cost her 200 ID!

      Then again . . . she now had an early start. All of the other contestants would be tackling their first challenge rooms today while she was already at level 3.

      “I’m Niko,” the girl said. “And my pet is Apology Six.”

      “I no pet!” Niko’s fairy said. He threw his fists down and glared, which made Niko laugh.

      “No, he’s not my pet.”

      “I’m Sarah, and this is Apology Thirteen.”

      Apology Six scrunched up his brow, looking at Apology Thirteen with a mixture of curiosity and disgust. “Cursed fairy?”

      “Pfft! I no cursed!” she said.

      “Anyway,” Niko said. “Want to team up? You definitely could show me the ropes. I haven’t killed any monsters yet.”

      “What?” Sarah said. “How did you survive until now without killing anything?”

      “Oh, easy. I’m really good at sneaking. Run and hide. That’s my motto. And when they’re not looking, take what you can!”

      Sarah requested Niko’s soul, and the symbol of a Raccoon materialized. That sense of familiarity, however, didn’t manifest as before.

      “What was that?” Niko asked. “You did something just now.”

      “I requested your affinity.”

      “What’s an affinity?”

      “It—”

      “—show you class,” Apology Thirteen finished. “See if Light or Shadow, en see divinity symbol.”

      “That sounds cool,” Niko said. “I want to see your divinity. H-how do I do it?”

      Sarah explained the process, and Niko followed the instructions. A moment later, she was grinning and felt like an old friend. Ah, it required both people to request each other’s affinity to get that sense of familiarity.

      “Sooo,” Niko said, “partners?”

      Sarah looked away. The sparks of her rage were swirling around her chest, waiting to ignite. The prospect of partnering with anyone almost made her sick.

      No one cared about anyone else. Even Tod turned out to be a selfish piece of shit. She nearly died at his feet, poison draining her life by the second, and he held the one thing that could have saved her, choosing then and there to watch her die instead of helping.

      Apparently, he died. . . .

      And good riddance!

      She swallowed hard at the sudden guilt that had settled in her throat. He betrayed her, but he was also just trying to live. The same could be said for Virgil, which just brought it right around to everyone being selfish.

      “I don’t bite,” Niko said.

      “I do,” Sarah said, showing her fangs.

      Niko’s eyes widened.

      “Look, I don’t do teams.”

      “Please! You’re such a badass. I mean, a vampire? That’s cool! That wasn’t even an option, I don’t think. I might not know how to fight, but there are benefits to having me on your team.

      “I’m a thief. Always have been. It’s how I died, actually. There’s probably a life lesson in there somewhere, but it’s just who I am.

      “My main passive skill grants me +100% to all loot drops from chests. So you’re not losing anything by having me with you. And you can show me how to fight.”

      “The last team I had tried to kill me.”

      “Ribbit!” said the hat angrily. Was the hat tied to the emotional state of its wearer?

      “That . . . wow, not cool,” Niko said, “I would never try to kill you. I mean, you bite. I steal things. I can also pickpocket mobs.”

      Sarah considered this. “I can’t imagine that’ll be too useful on skeletons or chickens.”

      “You’d be surprised. I’ve been doing it to people. It’s like, you can slip your hand into their soul as if it were a bag of holding. The items are there, only identifiable—for now—by touch. Grab whatever you can and get the hell out.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Please!”

      “Fine,” Sarah said. “But if you fucking cross me, I will bite you.” She looked to Apology Thirteen. “Are you okay with that? I can eat her if she crosses us, right?”

      Apology Thirteen nodded. “Eat fairy, too!”

      “No no! No eat me!” Apology Six said. “Fairy taste bad. Like stringy turkey jerky.”

      “He lie. Fairy delicious. I send party invite.”

      He frowned, looked to Niko, then sighed. “If she eat me, I no be happy!” He did something with his hand, and Niko became more . . . something. It was like the blue triangular curse on the backs of their hands, always pulling upward. Niko had a pull, for lack of a better word.

      Sarah led her new party to the second archway on the first section of black wall. There were a lot more people on this side than last night and more gathering by the minute.

      She was ready to press her hand to the symbol—a familiar process she had repeated several times last night—but Apology Thirteen stopped her.

      “No no no no no! Choose level three skill first.”

      “You’re level three?” Niko asked, impressed. “I don’t think I’ve gained any XP yet.”

      “You be zero,” Apology Six said with a huff.

      Sarah had completely forgotten about her skill point. It would probably be best to invest it into Crimson Shards again. Three shards that did 9 damage each would be quite useful.

      “The first few levels,” she said, “are pretty easy to get. Oh, since I don’t get XP and you’re not a vampire, we won’t need to split our experience.”

      “That’s so cool!” Niko said.

      “You have new skill,” Apology Thirteen said and waved her hand to display the skill. “New skill option every other level until level 15, then every five levels.”

      
        
        ¤ Charm [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence Reserve: 10 × Target Level

        » Charm Limit: 1

        » Duration: Target Essence Depleted

        ·

        » Choose a neutral affinity target level 6 or lower [6 × Skill Level], reserving 10 essence per target level. The target will become a loyal subject, reacting to your intent.

        ·

        » Target loses 1 essence every 5 seconds. Any damage reduces the target’s essence in addition to health or armor. The charm breaks once the essence is depleted or upon releasing control of the target to recover essence.

        ·

        » Limited to 1 simultaneously charmed targets [1/10 Intelligence].

        ·

        » This is a touch effect.

      

      

      Sarah smiled. There was no way, not in any world or heaven, that she could not choose a skill that controlled others. Too bad it only worked on monsters. Maybe it worked on fairies. . .?

      “I’m definitely picking that,” she said. Even if the charmed monster didn’t do any damage, it would still effectively remove it from battle. She could charm a monster and command it to run away, splitting the enemy forces.

      Apology Thirteen selected the skill.

      A wave of warmth filled the back of Sarah’s mind. She immediately understood how the skill worked.

      “You ready for this?” she asked Niko, who very much did not look ready for this.

      Sarah didn’t wait for an answer. She was ready for this. A new skill was in need of testing, after all. She pressed her palm to the symbol, and the world changed.

    

  







            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure I should touch it?” Niko asked. She stood next to a floating gray crystal that was markedly larger than any of the others had been, which, in all likelihood, meant it would summon more monsters.

      The room hadn’t changed much from the first challenge room Sarah had stepped into after touching the Mad Queen’s orb. The walls had different carvings depicting armored soldiers fighting monsters, and the floating glass shards near the ceiling revealed a light orange sky.

      Apology Thirteen now wore her pumpkin armor and, unlike Apology Six, hovered at Sarah’s side, ready to contribute to the fight.

      “I mean,” Niko said, “wouldn’t it be better if you did it? I died the last time I touched one of these things, and that was not cool at all.”

      “I die first,” Apology Six said. He was hiding behind a tree branch. “Not again. You die first, I teleport to cemetery.”

      “Thanks. I’m just so glad I got a brave fairy.”

      “I your Interface, not fighter. I tell you where monsters be. En en en! Tell you info about how best kill monsters. I help!”

      Sarah shared a look with Apology Thirteen, and they laughed. Then the cursed pumpkin armor laughed. Then the frog hat said, in an amused tone, “Ribbit.”

      “Touch the crystal,” Sarah said, “and watch where the particles go. That’s where the monsters will summon. You have a weapon, right?”

      Niko grimaced. “No. . . .”

      “You don’t?”

      “I probably should have bought one first.”

      “You think?” Sarah looked at the shimmering shards above and exhaled. “What were you planning on doing, just finding someone else to kill the monsters for you?”

      “Maybe. . .?”

      “Gah. Well, it’s not like we can do anything about it now, can we? Touch the crystal and . . . I guess, focus on pickpocketing the enemies. Maybe you’ll find a weapon.”

      Niko nodded, cheeks red. She brushed her black hair behind both ears, sucked in a deep breath, then reached out toward the crystal and froze.

      After a moment, she said, “It . . . ehhh, doesn’t want to be touched.”

      “That’s doubtful,” Sarah said. Even from here, she could hear the sugary-sweet whispers from the crystal, trying to entice anyone to unleash the hellish monsters within.

      “You didn’t die like I did!”

      “These aren’t level four monsters. Touch it.”

      “Can you?”

      “No, you need to do it, or you’ll never get over your fear of it. I was just as afraid.”

      “Really?” Niko asked, surprised. “I—”

      “Touch the stupid crystal!”

      Niko pinched her eyes shut and tapped the crystal. It immediately burst into tiny flakes of gray and separated into three spheres.

      “Now get behind one of them,” Sarah said as she ran toward the closest sphere. A rush of excitement bubbled in her chest: She was going to use Charm for the first time.

      The sphere of spinning flakes merged into the outline of a tall lump, roughly humanoid. Two seconds later, it filled in with rough gray stone, becoming an elemental.

      Sarah pressed her hand against its back, feeling streams of essence like veins deep within, and forced her will into them. This cost 20 essence, leaving her with 18/120. Her thoughts immediately became . . . fuzzy?

      She shook her head and focused on something new: the monster. It had an incredibly limited ability to think. . . .

      <Bash bash small soft creatures!>

      But that wasn’t what she wanted it to think. She wanted it to think about how incredibly attractive the wall carvings were.

      The stone elemental agreed. <What stunning curves!> It walked over to the corner with a skip in its step and softly—as softly as an uncoordinated mound of thinking rock could—caressed the smooth carving.

      That’s so fudging, unbelievably awesome! If it didn’t take any damage, it would stay in the corner for a hundred seconds.

      Apology Thirteen flew up into the face of the second stone elemental and kicked it in the forehead. “Big dumb dumb!” she yelled. “You no kill me!”

      It made a low rumbling groan and tried to catch the fairy, both of its powerful arms moving slowly. It would, no doubt, crush the fairy into a nasty green paste, but it would need to catch her first.

      Sarah summoned her dagger. Glowing embers flowed down her arm into crimson flakes. They quickly snapped together in time for her to slam it into the back of the second golem.

      Blades against stone weren’t the most ideal. But given that an attack on an unsuspecting foe yielded a critical strike, and the dagger had +50% critical strike damage—not to mention existing as pure essence—it did 12 points of damage in red.

      Fragments of color pulled together above the elemental’s fat head.

      
        
        ¤ Young Stone Elemental [27/39hp]

        × Elemental Fighter · Lvl. 2

      

      

      The stone elemental reacted immediately, which meant it started to grind its way around to see what had poked it.

      “Ha!” yelled Niko, who was standing behind the third elemental, holding something. “I pickpocketed the elemental.”

      “What did you get?” Sarah asked, jumping back and letting Apology Thirteen dive in to distract it again.

      “Ummm . . . a rock?”

      That seemed reasonable, all things considered. The frog hat, however, said, “Ribbit,” in a tone that wasn’t impressed.

      “Go loot the one in the corner,” Sarah said. Harriet had mentioned that anything and everything was worth something, even if it wasn’t worth a lot of something.

      Niko’s rock turned into a sphere and jumped into her chest. Apology Six said, “It be iron ore.”

      “Hey,” Sarah said, “that’s worth two ID.”

      “Really?” Niko asked, suddenly excited about her find. She sprinted to the elemental in the corner and slid her hand into its lower back. Something like a portal opened, barely larger than her hand.

      The second elemental gave up on Apology Thirteen and turned toward Sarah, now ten feet away. It had eyes, if you could call them that. They were unemotional black hollows in its head.

      She dashed away.

      It threw its arm at her, literally! It came off and crashed into the tree Apology Six was hiding in. The wood splintered, and it teetered. The sound of it hitting the ground drowned out a very afraid fairy screaming bloody murder.

      Sarah crossed the distance to the third elemental. She triggered Essence Sight, trying to identify its high yield points where she could draw out 20 health per second. But it didn’t have one.

      While it had lots and lots of essence, it all seemed buried deep beneath layers of rock. It didn’t have armor, but . . . could she actually draw essence from it?

      The second elemental magically pulled its arm back to itself and turned toward her.

      Following her Predator Instincts, she darted around the third elemental, spun, and jumped onto its back, piercing fangs into its thick, nearly non-existent, and very hard neck.

      There was essence there, but it wasn’t like other monsters she had attacked. When she sucked, it drew out 5 health per second. After two seconds, a rocky hand groped for her, and she dropped off its back.

      Another hand of stone rocketed across the room and slammed into the third elemental, dealing 13 damage in red. Its health was down to 16/39.

      Well, that was one way of fighting monsters, just let them kill each other. Unfortunately, this type of damage didn’t yield much essence: 3 instead of 6, for a total of 22/120.

      Gah! Essence was way too goddamn easy to spend and obnoxiously difficult to obtain. She’d need to rely on Crimson Weapon more than she originally thought or drink the essence directly, but that always put her in harm’s way.

      The stone elemental growled at the other and kicked the detached arm. This did an unexpected 7 damage to the other elemental.

      “Another cool rock!” Niko yelled. She kissed it, grinned, and waved it over her head. “That’s two.”

      “It be iron ore, dumb dumb!” Apology Six yelled from above. He was hiding among the floating shards of glass, doing nothing helpful whatsoever, not even shouting out advice.

      Sarah attacked the distracted third elemental, dealing 13 damage as a critical strike, then attacked again before it could react.

      The monster let out a low, sighing groan. Its thick shoulders drooped, and it slammed against the ground, face down, rocky ass up. Black seeped out of its many cracks and crevasses, enveloping the elemental and transitioning it to a mound of ash.

      Niko crept up to the second elemental, quick and quiet, apparently very skilled in the art of thievery. She was no longer grinning but focused and determined, aware of herself and the danger the moving statue posed.

      The first stone elemental, in the midst of thrusting its hips against the wall, abruptly stopped. Its last slow thoughts before Sarah lost the connection were how very not attractive this wall actually was and how much it wanted—far more than before—to squish and break soft creatures.

      It turned toward Niko and roared. Those black pit eyes now burned with fire. It moved much quicker than before.

      “Watch out!” Sarah yelled.

      Niko was giving the second elemental the world’s best prostate exam, her entire arm up inside where the sun never shined. She barely turned in time to see the first elemental ram into the second, crushing her between their heavy and ruggedly durable bodies.

      Negative numbers—some in white, most in red—jumped out of the tangled mess of flailing arms and legs as they slammed into the ground and rolled.

      Sarah dove to the side.

      They crashed into the wall where she had been standing. The force of its sent a dozen jagged cracks out in all directions.

      The light crystals made a loud pop! noise. White energy shot out like lightning and struck the other crystals, making them all burst into a cloud of glowing dust before fading.

      The room went dark.

      The second elemental fell to ash.

      The only light came from two angry flames, flames that cast a flickering yellow-orange across the ground where Sarah lay on her back.

      The elemental—infused with lines of red essence—threw its arm.

      Sarah rolled. Slivers of shattered stone sliced across her armor for 2 damage, followed by a deep roar.

      This all seemed to provide conclusive evidence that monsters very much did not like being charmed or stolen from. In that, they seemed far more alive than ever before. At least alive enough to hold a grudge.

      She empowered her eyesight and scrambled backward, trying to get on her feet again but given not a half-second to do so. The elemental kept pushing forward, stomping where she was, throwing its detachable arm to either crush her or block her retreat.

      Apology Thirteen flew into the lumbering monster using both feet. She slammed against the side of its face and yelled, “Chase me, dumb dumb!”

      But chase it did not.

      It continued forward, stubborn as a rock.

      Sarah aimed the palm of her off-hand at the elemental—her other hand still gripping her dagger—and two dangerously-sharp shards formed in an instant, draining 20 essence, now 10/120.

      The shards launched across the distance, leaving a slight crimson trail behind each, whistling as they displaced the air. They crashed into the elemental’s face, dealing 14 damage. It reared back and stumbled, its heavy feet snapping branches from the fallen tree.

      She frantically shoved herself to her feet, then jumped to the side as a detached arm slammed the ground, shaking the room and throwing bits of rock and dirt every which way.

      Instead of retreating—something she desperately wanted to do; big scary monster and all that—she listened to her Predator Instincts and jabbed the tip of her dagger into the stone arm.

      Each attack sent jarring vibrations up the hilt and dealt only a fraction of its full damage. But daggers were fast weapons. She struck and struck, and before the elemental could pull its arm back, it lost its remaining health.

      There was a final deep groan followed by the last elemental teetering to the ground. The room shook, and three bright ID popped out of its quickly disintegrating form. Two of the IDs danced their way to Sarah, and the other drifted to a hiding Niko, who, against all the odds, was still alive.

      This fact was further clarified by Niko shouting, “I’m alive!”

      “Ribbit?” asked the hat.

      Sarah grinned. “You are the luckiest little thief I’ve ever known.”

      “You have no idea. I mean, you probably do. But I also got a super cool loot drop from that last elemental. It really didn’t want to give it up, but check it out!” She held up what appeared to be another rock, but almost organic looking.

      The rock turned into a little white sphere—a tiny sun in the darkness—then jumped into her chest. Apology Six said, “It be coprolite.”

      “Coprolite!” Niko said. “That sounds rare. I bet it’s worth something, right?”

      Sarah laughed. “It’s fossilized shit.”

      “Ewww!” Apology Thirteen said. “Niko like poopy rocks.”

      “Wait wait, that was poop?”

      “Fossilized,” Sarah corrected. “I read a book on petrology once, and it had a whole chapter on coprolite. Really interesting shit.” She grinned, and Niko rolled her eyes.

      The piles of ash lifted and gathered into a spiraling stream. It all condensed into one sizable wooden chest, far larger than any other challenge room had provided.

      Niko ran up to the chest and tapped it. Two bubbles jumped out and hung in the air. One was dimmer than the other.

      “How are you seeing anything?” Sarah asked.

      “I’m a thief,” Niko said and left it at that. She popped the dim-looking bubble, a bubble that had a miniature hammer-looking item inside. It turned into a sphere and jumped into her chest. “What is it?” she asked Apology Six.

      He summoned the item’s information.

      
        
        ¤ Cracked Wooden Mallet [9-13 damage]

        × Common Maul · Lvl. 1

        » Durability: 18/49

      

      

      “Ehhh,” she said, “a mallet? That’s so not cool. What am I supposed to do with a mallet?”

      “Smash things!” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Well, yeah, obviously, but . . . a mallet? Thieves are small and fast. I need something light like a dagger. Ah!”—she turned to Sarah—“You have a—”

      “I’m not trading,” Sarah said.

      Niko blew out a breath.

      “And it’s a weapon. Anything, at this point, will be good for you. Maybe you’ll actually help in the next fight and make partying worthwhile?”

      “Hey! I got us extra loot.”

      “Which won’t help if we’re dead.”

      “Fine fine fine. Sixy, equip my mallet.”

      “Stop calling me that!” Apology Six said. “I earn title. Use title.”

      “Just do it.”

      Apology Six huffed, then did something with his hand. A large wooden mallet, nearly as tall as Niko herself, materialized strapped to her back.

      “Whoa!” She yelled and waved her arms out in front before promptly flopping to her back. “It’s far too heavy!” She released a strap and climbed to her feet.

      “She be weak,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Whatever. I’m a thief! Not some barbarian.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “If you’re so cool, you pick it up,” Niko said and lifted the mallet’s shaft. It had no problem standing upright on its own.

      Apology Thirteen laughed. “I no big human! But I bet I be stronger.” She flexed her tiny green biceps.

      Niko crossed her arms, a smug look on her face.

      Apology Thirteen flew up to the mallet, grabbed the end of the shaft, and flapped her wings rapidly. Lo and behold, and grunting like a goblin giving birth, she lifted it off the ground.

      Sarah clapped.

      Niko gaped.

      And Apology Six flew in closer, eyebrows pinched in suspicion, unable to believe the impossible feat.

      “There!” Apology Thirteen said through clenched teeth. “I . . . be . . . stronger than weak Niko!” She dropped it on a rock. The shaft snapped to the ground, catching Apology Six.

      The fairy screamed.

      Everyone gasped.

      And then he was nothing more than ash.

      “Oops,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Oops?” Niko asked. “You killed my fairy!”

      “I no kill fairy. Big hammer thing kill fairy.”

      “What a great defense. ‘I didn’t shoot the mayor; the gun did!’ ”

      Sarah popped the remaining loot bubble of what looked like . . . another damn rock. This one, at least, seemed to glow. It quickly turned to a sphere and jumped into her chest.

      She was ready to leave. Burning essence in order to see would only leave her with less for the next fight. She sighed and said, “Fighting about it won’t bring your fairy back. What do you want? A fairy for a fairy?”

      “No no no no no!” Apology Thirteen squeaked. “That not be fair! Who tell you that be soul stone without fairy?”

      “You’ll both be back in minutes.”

      “Oh, such smarts! Let us all just die, yes yes?”

      “I wouldn’t kill your fairy,” Niko said, shaking her head.

      “Thank you! See, she be reasonable. Weak as poop-snot, but reasonable.”

      “I’ll just pull off a wing.”

      Apology Thirteen zipped behind Sarah. “Pfft! I change mind. Weak as poop-snot AND dumb as rock monster!”

      Niko laughed. “Sixy died because he’s dumb. He’ll just be insufferable now. You haven’t lived with him since the start. He’s so- not- cool. The antithesis of cool, really.” She sighed. “So what now?”

      Sarah motioned to the walls, three of which now had unique symbols that glowed. “The first room is special. After completing the challenge, we can leave. Very important, that.

      “But if we choose to—which we definitely shouldn’t—we could go to the next room. If we do, we have to complete all four of the rooms on this floor before we can get out. We can choose the golden symbol there or the blue symbol there.”

      Apology Thirteen pointed to the golden symbol. “That room reward more ID,” she said, then pointed to the blue symbol, “and that room have guaranteed equipment drop.”

      “And that symbol,” Sarah said, pointing to the wall they entered from. “Will take us back out to the challenge room entrance area.”

      Niko grinned. “This is all so flipping cool, don’t you think? But . . . yeah . . . leaving gets my vote.”

      “Good, because we suck.”

      “I no suck!” Apology Thirteen said, following them to the wall. “I pick up heavy hammer.”

      Sarah pressed her palm to the symbol, and that terrible sensation of ice shot through her arm. Amusement and curiosity seemed to crawl into her mind. Then, in a fraction of a second, it was over, and they stood out in the blinding daylight.

      The place was crowded. Every archway now had queue lines marked off by red rope. Musicians were playing an adventurous tune, more merchants crowded the area, and food sizzled and smoked. There were fruit stands and pastry stands and smoothies.

      People in every type of armor carrying every type of weapon—many in this section accompanied by fairies—waited for their turn to make money. It was like a factory, a business, with everyone in their place to efficiently kill monsters, gather loot, sell, and buy to keep the cogs of the world turning.

      “Step off to the right,” said a man wearing a white uniform with a purple Q on the breast pocket. “Quickly now!”

      Sarah did so, leading her party to the back of the line. “Maybe this is why people come at night?”

      “Maybe,” Niko said. “I haven’t been here at night. Is it scarier?”

      A guy ahead of them turned. “You new?” he asked. He looked to be Samoan: tall, strong, with black hair pulled into a bun.

      “I’m super new,” Niko said.

      He grinned widely and friendly, then pulled Niko into a bear hug and kissed her on the cheek. “Talofa,” he said, then repeated the process with Sarah. “I’m Fetu! Yeah. Been here for”—he counted his fingers—“six days, I think. No no no, seven. They blur together.”

      “What day is it?” Sarah asked. Constantly moving between realms was definitely disorienting. But staying in one realm shouldn’t be a problem.

      “Ha! Don’t know. Hey, Hakim!” he yelled to an old brown man walking nearby with the help of a cane. “What’s today?”

      “Today is Wednesday,” the man said.

      “No it’s not,” someone said. “It’s Tuesday.”

      Then another person said, “You’re all wrong. It’s Thursday!”

      “Ha!” Fetu said, “you see? Yeah. Kind of proves my point. No one agrees with the Calendar Keepers. It’s all confusing.”

      “Calendar Keepers?” Sarah asked.

      “Yeah yeah, there’s a whole group of people who just keep track of the day and time since this pocket realm operates on a different time scale.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You haven’t noticed?” he asked. And when she didn’t have a reply to such a vague question, he said, “The days are short. Or . . . eh, it’s more complicated than that.

      “The days, they don’t have a fixed time. Yeah? And Olindale’s time moves slower than the Mad Queen’s realm. Good reason people come to train. Don’t have to search for monsters. Months here can be days out there.”

      “But you be stuck!” Apology Thirteen said. “You no get out. Trapped.”

      “Ho now! A talking pet?”

      “I no be pet! Grr!”

      “Not a pet? Not met a fairy before. Talofa!” He snatched her out of the air and gave her a gentle hug, then decided against kissing her on the cheek.

      The line moved forward, far slower than seemed necessary. All anyone had to do was press their hand to the symbol. Why a line existed at all was a mystery.

      Fetu watched Sarah check to see what was holding up the progress. He didn’t hide his emotions. No, he had a full-tooth smile.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You’re wondering, ‘How this line move so slow?’ yeah? Say I’m right.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Ha! I knew it. And I knew it because everyone thinks the same thing when they first come here. Let me explain. Night challenges are more challenging and less rewarding. Why that is, I don’t know if anyone knows. It is just one of those things.

      “That being so, adventurers are less eager to risk their equipment—risk death and taint—for lesser rewards. Yeah?”

      “So why the lines?”

      “Money, of course! You can buy a fast pass,” he said, pointing to a party of three that walked through a much shorter queue line and was allowed access to the archway immediately.

      “They’re not cheap,” he added. “You can buy access per challenge, per day, or get a season pass. I don’t know how much they are because I don’t mind waiting.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Sarah said. Niko agreed. And Apology Six, risen from the dead, glared daggers at Apology Thirteen.

      “Yeah,” Fetu said, “and no. Without a wait, adventurers will only challenge the first room and leave. Two parties leaving at the same time can really muck things up. But what about ten parties? A hundred parties? You’d exit the challenge and find yourself stuck in a giant ball of people. Ask me how I know!”

      “I believe you, okay?” Sarah said.

      “You’re no fun.”

      “How do you know?” Niko asked, grinning.

      Fetu nodded his appreciation. “There’s a realm record for how many people got stuck together. Think of it like the giant ball of yarn, but with bodies! You can find pictures of it in the museum.”

      “There’s a museum?” Sarah asked.

      “Yeah yeah, and a very interesting one at that!”

      “Fetu, you should join us,” Niko said, then arched her eyebrows at Sarah.

      Sarah bit her lip, trying to hide her immediate thought that being a party of two was already pushing it.

      She wanted to tackle the challenge rooms alone. At least then, the challenges would be more fair, and she wouldn’t need to carry someone who only offered extra loot as a benefit. Then again, extra loot meant extra money, which she very much needed.

      “Already in a party, or I would,” Fetu said. “My party leader is trying to recruit a stronger tank. I’m holding our place in the line just in case he fails.”

      “Fetu!” some guy called, waving.

      “Annnnd just like that, looks like I’m going to section two! Wish me luck?”

      “Good luck!” Niko said enthusiastically.

      “And to you, my new friends.” He stepped over the queue line rope and ran toward a guy wearing a gray robe and a tall woman in heavy armor.

      “You kill me!” Apology Six yelled at Apology Thirteen, attracting attention. “I no believe it.”

      “He’s nice,” Niko said, watching Fetu go.

      “You’re blushing,” Sarah said.

      “No ignore me!” Apology Six said.

      Niko snapped her fingers. “Hey, I should give you one of the iron ores. Or . . . I guess”—she tapped the ends of her index fingers together and looked at Sarah—“since you’re power leveling me, you can have both. . .?”

      “I died!”

      Sarah considered the offer. Out of the two of them, one, in particular, was doing the heavy lifting and should receive more of the earnings. But then a brilliant idea struck, an idea that would make having such a non-combatant party member beneficial.

      “What are you thinking. . .?” Niko asked.

      “Hello!” Apology Six yelled. “I be back, yes? You hear me, yes? Or or or! I be ghost fairy?”

      “One ore will do,” Sarah said, eyeing the ghost fairy, who sighed in relief. “Fifty-fifty.”

      “And. . .?” Niko asked. “There’s an ‘And.’ Your glowing eyes are telling me there’s an ‘And.’ ”

      “And,” Sarah said with a smile, “how do you feel about being my blood bag?”
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SUMMARY

      
        
        ¤ Challenge Rooms [Sarah]

        × Rooms Completed: 16

        ·

        » Total Earned EX: 463

        » Total Levels Gained: 0

        » EX to next level: 109

        ·

        » Total ID Earned: 29

        » Total ID: 32

      

      

      

  




MONSTERS & LOOT

      
        
        ¤  9× Young Stone Elemental

        × 5 ID

        » 4× Iron Ore

        » 2× Coprolite

        » 2× Soul Stone

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Wall of Ooze

        × 2 ID

        » 1× Jar of Ooze

        » 1× Bone Fragment

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 8× Corrupted Wolf

        × 3 ID

        » 2× Rough Hide

        » 6× Wolf Tooth

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 4× Gooslin Warrior

        ¤ 6× Gooslin Archer

        × 5 ID

        » 1× Broken Short Sword [Junk · Lvl. 1]

        » 4× Basic Arrow

        » 1× Soiled Underwear

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 4× Bone Rumcris

        ¤ 2× Trishen Fiend

        × 3 ID

        » 2× Bone Fragment

        » 2× Scrap Leather

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 8× Corrump Frog

        × 4 ID

        » 4× Corrump Frog Eye

        » 1× Corrump Frog Tongue

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 1× Carrostrum

        × 3 ID

        » 7× Carrot Seeds

        » 1× Rotten Pumpkin

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 1× Tree Rover

        ¤ 3× Applecide

        × 2 ID

        » 3× Basic Lumber

        » 2× Rotten Apple

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 2× Flosbear

        × 2 ID

        » 1× Rough Hide

        » 1× Flosbear Claw

      

      

      
        
        ¤ 24× Grex Hen

        × 3 ID

        » 6× Grex Hen Feather

        » 1× Scrap Metal

        » 1× Worm-eaten Cap

      

      

      

      
        
        [End of Summary]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      What a brilliant idea!

      Having a personal blood slave voluntarily give up their health in-between challenge rooms helped keep essence levels in the acceptable range. More essence, more flexibility in dispatching monsters.

      And since they had to wait in line anyway, it provided ample time for health to recover, even after the ten minutes that Vampiric Bliss—the trait given to the essence donor that blocked healing—took to wear off.

      Alas, drawing essence from the same target within twenty hours didn’t yield any additional EX. In fact, every time Sarah sunk her fangs into Niko’s neck, making the girl quiver, the timer reset.

      The fairies, unanimously, declined this rare honor, not that they had much health to convert to essence anyway. If only there was a way to entice people to line up and give away their health, progression would be a breeze! There might be cause, one day, for opening a blood bank or something. Maybe essence could be bought?

      But, for now—while within the clutches of destitution—there would be no buying progression. The only dependable source of growth, be that in EX or wealth, were the challenge rooms.

      Sarah and Niko repeated the first challenge room sixteen times before the sky started to darken and first dinner—noted by how Teddy shook the entire city—started.

      Battered, sweaty, covered in grime—the swamp room definitely didn’t help—Sarah stopped in front of what Apology Thirteen claimed to be the Cluaran, a pleasant-looking building, three stories tall.

      Bright yellow flowers grew in pots, hung in the air by twisted brown metal in the shape of flying dragons. Red and black curtains blocked out triangular windows. And a large arched wooden door held a chalkboard that said, Welcome to the Cluaran, in cursive, providing the inn’s hours of operation.

      “Are you sure this is okay?” Niko asked.

      “I’m not even sure I’m welcome,” Sarah said, scanning the street for guards for the billionth time that day, “not after this morning.”

      “Virgil sucks. He’s not cool. I didn’t even like him before you told me about the first challenge. How do you do that to someone?”

      Sarah shrugged. They had spent at least two hours waiting in lines to get back into the challenge rooms, and during that time, they talked about everything.

      Niko wasn’t always a thief. She used to be a 3D modeler for a big game company. The problem with such companies, however, was how they—nearly exclusively—hired via contract work. Once the contract was over, she was out looking for the next gig to make ends meet.

      The industry was bursting at the seams with people wanting to apply their talents to the latest and greatest. This led to overworked contract workers and poor pay unless you won the lottery of being an actual employee.

      “Survival!” Apology Six said in response to Niko’s question. “He be strong and survive. Make hard choice.”

      “I show you survival,” Apology Thirteen said, balling her fists.

      “No break rules! I no Virgil. Only respect hard choice. You die for other or survive?”

      Sarah shook her head. Apology Six was very adamant in defending any action that ultimately led to survival. But, be that as it may, his tune had changed when she grabbed him in the sixth or seventh room and threw him at a wall of slime that had caught hold of her.

      It worked.

      She lived, he died . . . again.

      And the next time he came back, he had a list of rules of when and where such sacrificial tactics were okay to be used. When he was the one to be sacrificed, the answer was almost never.

      Sarah walked up to the door and found it to be locked. All the other inns had their windows open, music playing, and people eating at tables on the main floor.

      She knocked, concerned, not for the first time, that this promised surprise—an actual bed and a much-needed steamy bath—had been given up for a fit of rage. With luck as it were, she’d be sleeping on a bench tonight.

      A tiny voice yelled from the other side of the door, “The weather is nice today!”

      Sarah looked to Niko, who shrugged. “Yes . . . pretty nice.”

      No response.

      A solid minute passed.

      “Hello?” Sarah asked and knocked again.

      There was a bit of noise inside, then the words, “She no know password!”

      “Jings!” said Catriona. “Goan open the door. Is this why we huvnae any customers?”

      The lock clicked, and the door swung open. A red-winged male fairy fluttered in the air behind a most annoyed Catriona.

      Sitting on a stool by the door was a monkey in overalls. It was the monkey that Gameus transformed in front of everyone.

      “You’re alive?” Sarah asked the monkey.

      It replied by making monkey noises.

      “This be ma new door greeter,” Catriona said. “I call him Abu!”

      “From Aladdin?” Niko asked and laughed.

      “His name be Ben!” the red-winged fairy said. “He say he snuck into Mad Queen’s realm. He say he no give up. We win!”

      Now that was determination. Little Abu—or Ben—could teach a class on staying motivated despite fighting an uphill battle.

      “Ye can do anythin’ ye put your mind to,” Catriona said, then turned to Sarah. “A’m so glad ye decided to come. And ye brought a friend, did ye?”

      “If that’s alright?” Sarah asked. “I wasn’t sure you still wanted me to come after I caused such a scene. But we have a bit of ID and a lot of loot we could sell.”

      “Havers! Ye be welcome here. And that bastard laddie ain’t changin’ my opinion of ye, ye hear? This day is on me. Tomorrow ye can pay, and I won’t throw a fuss.

      “Come, come! Come inside. I’ve worked hard on a very special surprise for ye.”

      She led the way into a cozy room, the walls made of dark wood, a fireplace crackling. The bird from the cafe said, “It’s Sarah! Ack!”

      “Who’s at the cafe?” Sarah asked.

      “We close after lunch. We was thinkin’ bout doin’ dinner as well, but the inn needs us here, I do believe.

      “A’m sure ye both be starvin’ after a day of fightin’ monsters. Or did ye stop for lunch?”

      Niko shook her head. “Sarah’s a slave driver. Not cool. But I got my first two levels today; I’m level three!” She grinned. Thieves had interesting skills. The most interesting was the ability to invest mana into junk-tiered items to make them common. It would certainly help the resell value.

      “I dinnae get yer name, lassie.”

      “It’s Niko.”

      “Very nice to meet ye, Niko. A’m Catriona, owner of this inn. And good for ye! Those first few levels ain’t too hard to get but aren’t they jus’ magical?”

      Niko nodded enthusiastically.

      “Goan take a seat here, and I’ll bring out yer dinner.”

      Sarah stepped down into a little alcove booth. Candles were already lit on the table. Niko sat across from her. There was even a little booster seat for Apology Thirteen but not one for Sixy, who fluttered above the table, arms crossed, none-too happy.

      Catriona’s voice carried from the back kitchen, chewing out Kenneth for sabotaging poor Abu on his first day. “Password! Stop laughin’, it ain’t that funny.”

      She returned a moment later with a second booster seat for Apology Six—his face revealing surprise that the woman would think of it—and summoned two plates full of vegetables, dark meat with gravy, and bread rolls. She then summoned two saucers that had an identical meal but were fairy-sized.

      “Welcome to the Cluaran,” Catriona said with a big smile. “Eat eat! Then the surprise.”
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        * * *

      

      If these were the last days Sarah would have on . . . heaven, spending them with Catriona’s cooking made the inevitable return to the Cycle tolerable. The only thing that would make the last days better would be a bubble bath and an exciting book to lose herself in.

      Who knew what the next life would bring? She might cycle back as a slug, unable to enjoy the finer things of life. The most she’d get from a book would be the taste of paper.

      That was a sad thought.

      She might come back as a book eater!

      Despite first impressions, the inn was very popular. People now filled the tables, the air buzzing with talk, some animatedly, some in whispers. A magical device played music.

      It all felt perfect.

      After dinner, Catriona led Sarah and Niko up the stairs. The walls were covered in picture frames, each featuring a different dragon and Kenneth in his armor, a giant sword strapped to his back.

      Catriona was bubbly with anticipation. She led them all the way to the topmost floor, which only had one room. She unlocked the door and stepped in, waving for everyone to follow.

      At the center of the room was a human-sized . . . box. “A coffin?” Sarah asked.

      “Aye! We’re very accommodatin’. Ye get the five-star treatment, lass. We filled the inside with graveyard soil for top-notch comfort.”

      “I’m not—”

      “And the curtains! Upgraded to black-out curtains. A’m happy to schedule a wake-up call for ye unless yer Interface can do that?”

      “I set alarm,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Aye right, right ye are. Now, the big surprise.” Catriona crossed the room to a curtained-off section in front of a fireplace. She summoned her phone and pressed buttons.

      The curtain dissolved into white flakes, turned into a sphere, and jumped into her chest. She performed a stage ta-da! and thrust her hands toward a naked man.

      Sarah took a step back. Her heart did a little bump-bump, instantly knowing what this was, while her mind instantly rejected it. She should have known that something like this was what the surprise would have been, but it never clicked.

      Ropes artfully bound the middle-aged man, hanging him horizontally from an oversized spit likely reserved for cooking a giant boar. Luckily for him, he wasn’t positioned over a fire, just next one, its flickering yellow-orange glow reflecting upon the sweat that covered his pale skin.

      His build lacked muscle and overcompensated in fat. His eyes were wide. And a red apple was pressed into his mouth, preventing him from forming intelligible words.

      “Dessert!” Catriona proclaimed, then looked apologetically at Niko. “Sorry, I dinnae plan for extra guests. I’ll have Kenneth bring up a bed for ye and a cupcake. Ye like cupcakes, lassie?”

      “Uhh, yes. . .?” Niko said slowly.

      The man grunted.

      “This be Bill,” Catriona said, waving to the man. “Ye see, Bill didn’t pay his bill, isn’t that right, Bill?”

      He nodded vigorously, eyes darting between the hotel manager and his new audience.

      “Bill, meet ma new vampire friend.”

      This made Bill’s eyes widen even further.

      “She gonnae eat ye. Do ye consent to this treatment?” she asked and turned to Sarah. “We’re very good about gettin’ consent. Don’t want anyone to feel uncomfortable, ye know?”

      “Right,” Sarah said. “Does he have to be naked?”

      “Jings! I supposed not. But . . . oy, it took such a long time to get him tied up like that. Quite proud of ma knot work. It’d be a shame to have to redo it.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t want you to go through the trouble. But, maybe, can we cover his . . .”

      “Aye! I see, I do. Little Bill’s gettin’ excited.” Catriona summoned a small cloth from her phone, placed it on his overly happy member, then said in a reprimanding tone, “This ain’t that type of bondage, Bill. Ye know that.”

      Bill grunted his disappointment.

      “Alrighty then,” she said and turned to Sarah, brimming with motherly pride, “I’ll leave ye to it. Kenneth’ll be up with yer bed, Niko, and baths. Ye both smell like a bog!”

      After she left, Niko quickly removed the apple from Bill’s mouth. “Are you okay?” she asked, then looked at Sarah. “We’ve got to help him.”

      “Ribbit. . .?” Sarah’s hat said in a tone that sounded like, “Must we?” But of course they must. This man very clearly wouldn’t have wanted to be stripped of his clothes, strung up, and then devoured by a monster disguised as a human.

      Bill took in a breath and shifted his jaw back and forth. “Ah . . . ah, thank you. I hate apples. Everyone likes apples, but I think they are nasty, nasty things. She could have used an orange, you know? An orange. Or a potato. God I love potatoes, especially fried. Or baked. Or air fried with some onion powder and salt.”

      “Are you okay?” Sarah asked.

      “Help me untie him,” Niko said, tugging on one of the ropes.

      “Untie me?” Bill asked. “You can’t untie me. We haven’t even started! Touch me—hurt me.”

      “Ewww,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Don’t you want to be free?” Niko asked.

      He laughed. “Free? Sure sure sure, I’m here to be freed. You either kill me, or I’ll have to do it myself, which isn’t something I want to do.”

      Niko stopped with the ropes and scrunched up her face. “I don’t—”

      “No you don’t. I owe them money. So much money. Catriona is the best cook in all the realm, I say, and I say it with pride. I was a skinny guy when I came in here. You believe that? I was, I was. But then I tasted a slice of heaven and couldn’t stop. Ran up my tab, I did.”

      “So now you want to die?” Sarah asked.

      “Catriona promised me my favorite moon pie if I did this. And an extension on repaying her. She’s a very kind lady, she is. Very kind indeed. And—don’t tell her this—but I would have paid—if I had money, which I most clearly do not—for such beautiful girls to—”

      Niko shoved the apple back into his mouth.

      He made an exasperated noise, something that sounded a little like, “Not the apple!”

      A knock came at the door, and it opened. “Hope a’m not intrudin’,” Kenneth said, stepping inside. His form filled the entire doorway. “Dinnae have a no disturb sign on the door. Oy, Bill! Huvnae seen ye for a while. How’ve ye been?”

      Bill grunted what sounded like, “Pretty good.”

      “Well, a’m jus’ here to take a wee bit of yer time. Need a bed, do ye? And baths?” Kenneth didn’t wait for an answer. He summoned his phone and withdrew four sections of a bed, explaining that a full bed wouldn’t fit as an item in the inventory.

      He then brought out two small wooden tubs that had glowing white symbols carved into the wood. “If ye want hot water, push a bit of mana into this symbol here. This other symbol gives ye cold water. And this one drains the water when yer done.”

      Bill was smiling or smiling as much as he could with an apple in his mouth. His eyes kept flicking between Niko and Sarah.

      Kenneth added a curtain between the tubs, then moved to the door.

      Sarah thought to ask for her own bed but . . . well, dammit, Catriona had gone through so much trouble to not only make a coffin but to fill it with soil from a graveyard—did heaven even have graveyards?—that asking for a bed now seemed entirely ungrateful.

      He stopped and spun around. “A’m such a bampot! Nearly forgot yer cupcake, I did. Much better at killin’ monsters than runnin’ an inn.” He summoned a cupcake and handed it to Niko. “There ye go, lass. Anythin’ else?”

      Bill grunted something, and Kenneth nodded. “Alrighty, have an excellent evenin’!” And with that, he stepped through the door and closed it softly behind himself.

      Sarah looked down at Bill, who was eyeing her body, part by part. A long line of slobber escaped from the apple and pooled on the floor.

      She shivered inwardly. “I’m not taking a bath with you here,” she said, as if it needed to be said.

      Bill made a sad noise.

      “Can I eat him?” she asked Apology Thirteen.

      “Yes yes!” she said and fluttered up to the cloth covering his groin. She grabbed the end of the material.

      “Wait! What are you doing?”

      “I no get to see!”

      “And you say I’m rude.”

      “I . . . Grr, fine fine!”

      Sarah removed the apple from Bill’s mouth, intent on—once again—getting his permission after explaining what she was about to do. Before she could ask, however, he said, “We can play, right? Yes? No need to send me off to Death’s door so early in the night! Let the fairy play with—”

      She shoved the apple back into his mouth. Never mind. She didn’t need more permission. Catriona had already taken care of that.

      Sarah looked at Niko. “Any objections?”

      “None whatsoever. The faster, the better, I say. But it’d be cool if you fed on me next. . . . Hey! Don’t look at me like that. You don’t know how it feels. It’s . . . warm and happy, like a soul hug.”

      “A soul hug?”

      “I don’t know! I didn’t get many hugs when I was alive, okay? And Vampiric Bliss is like the best of hugs. Hey . . . maybe you can feed on yourself, then you’ll know what I mean.”

      That was an interesting idea.

      Sarah looked at Bill, who now seemed most interested in this soul hug only she could give. She turned her attention to her wrist. With a mental switch, she could see the essence within her flowing like rivers.

      Well, why not try it?

      She bit her wrist and sucked. Her health dropped by 4 points, and a flood of warmth swirled its way up her arm and coursed across her body. Instead of filling her essence, it drained from 95 to 0 in an instant!

      The room darkened. Her heart thrashed. And every fragment of essence coursing through the fairies, Niko, and the sacrificial man, glowed as if nothing else existed.

      That coursing warmth was nothing compared to the intense hunger that followed. There was no other thought besides the need to feed, like the need for air after being submerged in a vast and uncaring ocean for an eternity.

      Her fangs sunk into the man’s jugular, her nails tearing across his flesh in a mad attempt to pull him closer.

      He shook, trying to escape her, a whining noise vibrating from his throat. His terror changed the taste of his essence. It was hot and dark. Dark was not a normal flavor, but here it was. It was altogether different, exciting, fulfilling.

      He stopped jerking and instead moaned, becoming submissive. And as he did, her thoughts started to return. Fragments of the world slowly replaced the darkness.

      She had the mind to pull back just before he turned to ash and made a mess on the floor. She had 75/120 essence.

      “That . . .” Niko said in the otherwise silence, everyone staring, “was awesome! You went scary vampire on him. I’ve seen your eyes glow, but not like that. So cool. Me next?”

      Sarah hiccuped. The effects of Vampiric Bliss returned to the forefront, embracing her in a blanket of acceptance. It was like unconditional love bestowed by the universe itself. In this moment, nothing seemed bad, nothing insurmountable.

      “Come here,” she said, arching a finger.

      Niko grinned and pulled her black hair back to reveal her neck. She didn’t have as much health as Bill did, and the intent wasn’t to kill her.

      Sarah drew out 45 essence, giving her 125/120. Her senses ignited, triggered by having an excess of essence. The room brightened, the salty taste of Niko’s sweat had layers of flavor that excited her inner demon, and the myriad scents of a nearby cupcake invaded her nose.

      “Split the cupcake?” she asked, using her most practiced puppy-dog-eyes expression.

      Niko drew in a deep, relaxed breath, then laughed. She nodded and handed the cupcake over before walking up to the second tub. She pressed her fingers to the hot-water symbol.

      The outline of a sphere materialized above the tub on one side. The sphere filled with steam, and water poured into the tub.

      “Sixy,” she said, then waved away his immediate protest at using that name, “unequip my gear. And don’t you dare look! That would make you so not cool.”

      “I no pervert! Not like Thirteeny.”

      “What!” Apology Thirteen said. “I only curious. That all. But I no look!” She crossed her arms.

      Niko’s armor and clothes dissolved away. Dry lines of mud, stuck with strands of yellow grass, covered her in the shape of her armor. She stepped into the tub and sighed.

      Sarah asked for her gear to be unequipped as well, then bit into the magical cupcake that had no calories. The armor fell away, leaving her naked. A wall mirror reflected back her new body.

      It was just so beyond strange seeing this beautiful girl—one completely covered in layers of grime—look back at her, knowing that she was her. She didn’t deserve this body. To look like this took real effort and sacrifice.

      She poked a curve near her abdomen. Was that a bone, a muscle, or . . . dinner?

      “Tiny boobies!” Apology Thirteen said.

      Sarah covered herself, much like she did on that first day. “Hey! Why are you looking?”

      “She be pervert!” Sixy said from a shelf he was sitting on, his back to the room.

      Apology Thirteen huffed. “I no pervert!”

      Sarah shook her head and moved to the tub. She didn’t have mana to trigger the symbols. But that seemed like a massive oversight if she couldn’t interact with the world she now existed in.

      She pressed a single point of essence into the symbol, and hot water started to fill the tub.

      “Hey! Cool,” Niko said from the other side of the curtain. “There are symbols for shampoo and conditioner and . . . bubbles!”

      Sarah eased herself into the steaming water and let out a deep sigh. “This,” she said slowly, “is heaven.”

      To which Apology Thirteen said, “Duh.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Withdraw your book.”

      “Really?”

      “Really really.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Doomed.

      They were most certainly, beyond a shadow of a doubt, so stupidly doomed! Way too many God damn stone elementals charged through the dim forest, their lumbering forms shaking the ground.

      Sarah screamed at her blurry-faced family to run, to get away, to let her buy them time to escape. Her crimson shards streaked through the air and slammed against the closest monster, dealing absolutely no damage.

      The stone elemental grabbed her in a massive hand and slammed her against the ground. The sheer weight of it—pressing her into the dirt—was driving the air from her lungs.

      She struggled against that impossible weight, her arms pinned, her legs tangled in something.

      The monster made a snorting, almost snoring sort of noise. Its impassive expression, one with those dark hollow eyes, split apart to reveal something pink and gooey inside.

      A long tentacle-like tongue extended from the once-head-now-mouth of the monster. The tip of the slimy thing touched the hollow of her neck and slid down the side.

      Sarah woke and gasped, the feeling of slimy wet on her neck far more real than any dream should ever be. The weight pressing her into the too-small-for-two bed was still there.

      She empowered her Strength and shoved!

      Niko yelped. The slender form of her body launched across the room and landed perfectly within the coffin. “So not coo—”

      The lid slammed shut.
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        * * *

      

      Friday.

      Of all the days it could be, most of the Calendar Keepers agreed that today was Friday. Yesterday—depending on how technical you wanted to be—was Wednesday.

      In the hours between dusk and dawn, the realm experienced a not-so-rare occurrence called a micro day. It lasted just shy of an hour, where the sun rose on one side, lifted toward the zenith, and slid off to the other side.

      So today was Friday. Yesterday was Wednesday. And this all mattered because any day after a micro day became a short day, about half as long as a normal day.

      The morning started totally, unequivocally uneventful. . . . It continued to a lovely breakfast downstairs where Niko practiced her glare.

      They were served by a waitress named Mary since Catriona had left to run her cafe. This marked the last free meal they would receive, and it was as delicious as all the others.

      Harriet happily bought every piece of loot Sarah had collected from the challenge rooms or received from Niko’s pickpocket skill, totaling 56 ID. She even bought ¤ Soiled Underwear and the rotten food.

      Apparently, there was a thing called the System, which is what everyone’s soul devices used. The System bought everything but didn’t pay a lot for it. The main difference was that the System paid in copper, silver, and gold coins, not ID.

      Harriet had an update on the baton quest. Seven other merchants had joined the game, upping the reward for each baton to 70 ID.

      Just one guard would earn more ID than an entire day of loot, even with a thief in the party! But, of course, such a quest came with many potential consequences, consequences that would be easier to evade at a higher level.

      Buru was all too happy to repair their armor. Repairing the ¤ Sumilian Hide Armor reduced its full durability by another 2 points to 46/46 and left Sarah with 62 ID, which would be a fantastic amount to have if it were not for the day being short and the cost of room and board being around 80 ID.

      As such, there was no time to waste.

      They were now in the third challenge room of the day. Niko sprinted behind a bush, a very angry bush with long fluorescent-yellow thorns.

      She had a cheap dagger, one she picked up at the Short Day Swap Meet being held in the Mad Queen’s gardens. It was like a giant yard sale where adventurers sold their old gear to each other without the markup.

      The rules stipulated that merchants were not allowed: adventurers only. The holiday came about at random. It allowed adventurers to help each other succeed since adventurers were what kept the economy flowing: the only source of ID came from the challenge rooms, and ID wasn’t a permanent currency, often used up quickly to cleanse soul taint.

      Sarah jumped back, narrowly dodging a dozen flying thorns. The bush really had a problem with vampires for some reason. Maybe it had something to do with her supposedly being undead and plants representing life.

      Whatever, the reason didn’t matter. What did matter was how it made the bush—a Rubusmon—predictable. Sarah dodged its attacks, and Niko used her innate backstab passive to deal extra damage.

      The only downside to such a strategy—and really, a downside to Niko fighting a lot more than the first day—was how it yielded less essence, and only if Sarah managed to be close enough to absorb it.

      But this was countered by the fact that she could drink her progression from any willing soul, not that there were many of those.

      “This is so not cool!” Niko yelled. “It’s a bush. Where do I attack it?”

      Sarah ran toward a tree, empowering her hearing. Every time a thorn launched, it made the tiniest of sounds. She didn’t need to see it to know exactly where the projectiles were, which made dodging them all the easier.

      “Slash the branches,” she said.

      “They’re covered in thorns!”

      “You’re the one who gave up your mallet.”

      “I couldn’t lift it!”

      Sixy pointed to a red fruit the Rubusmon occasionally dropped. If left alone, it would grow into another Rubusmon. “Throw fruit. Stun stun!”

      Instead of waiting for Niko to circle back and get the fruit, Apology Thirteen grabbed it and dropped it on the bush. The fruit exploded, shooting thorns every which way.

      The Rubusmon sucked in all of its leaves and thorns, existing only as a naked shrub. The leaves started to regrow.

      “Hit hit, now,” Apology Thirteen said.

      Niko slashed the branches. Each cut sliced a black line into them, releasing negative red numbers. After half a dozen attacks, the monster disintegrated, and two ID popped out of its ash mound, one for Sarah, one for Niko.

      “I’m so cool!” she shouted and laughed. “In your face, shrub.”

      Sarah smiled. Essence drifted over from the monster, and a surge of warmth enveloped the back of her mind. “I leveled.”

      “Bout time,” Niko said. “At this rate, I’m going to pass you up.”

      “It’s not my fault vampires suck at progression.”

      “You no suck!” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Unless I’m the one doing the damage, I get a third of the progression as Niko.”

      A treasure chest formed at the center of the room. Sarah, being the closest, tapped it. Three items popped out, two of which were dim, indicating they were not her drops.

      She popped her bubble. “Another rotten apple,” she said and sighed. “Ribbit,” her hat said sadly.

      “That’s almost as cool as what I got,” Niko said. “Two rotten apples.”

      “Well, aren’t you the lucky one.”

      “The real lucky one is Abu. I can’t believe Kenneth took him to the fourth section. I bet they’ll get great loot.”

      Sarah chose to level Crimson Shards to 3. This upped her total Dexterity to 12, making each of the 3 shards do 9 damage each, for a total of 27.

      “I’d rather not be a monkey,” she said offhandedly.

      “Really?” Niko asked. “Monkeys are super cool. I wouldn’t mind being a monkey, especially if Kenneth was power leveling me.”

      “Whether or not Abu wins, Gameus might not even allow him into heaven.”

      Niko brushed her hair behind her ear. “You need essence?”

      “I always need essence.”

      “Let’s do it here. Everyone gawks when you start licking my neck.”

      “I don’t lick your neck.”

      “They probably think we’re lesbians,” she said, then quickly added, “Not that I have anything against lesbians. You’re not a, you know . . .”

      “A lesbian? No. Are you?” Sarah asked, then bent Niko’s neck to the side and gave her the wettest of wet licks.

      “Aah!” Niko yelled and jumped back. “What was that?”

      “That’s a lick. See, I don’t lick. I’m a biter. Now, you know the difference.”

      “I knew the difference before. Ewww, not cool. I don’t think you really want my essence.”

      “Really, you’re going to withhold essence to punish me? I think you like the aftereffects more than I benefit.”

      Niko wobbled her head noncommittally, a slight smile on her lips. “Fine, take your essence.”

      Sarah took Niko and sunk fangs into her neck. There was always the slight instance of pain, notable by how she tensed, then relaxed as Vampiric Bliss took over.

      “I think you’re wrong,” Niko said a moment later, gently stroking the two tiny holes in her neck. “About Gameus. He’s the god of this realm, but I think gods have rules. If Abu survives the last challenge, I don’t think Gameus can rescind his offer. There was a contract, you know?”

      “Maybe,” Sarah said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Or . . .”

      “What do you mean, ‘Or’?”

      “Aren’t you sick of junk loot? Let’s go to the next room.”

      “Next room trap!” Apology Thirteen said. “Must complete all four rooms. En last room boss.”

      “The lines are crazy today,” Niko said. “Everyone is trying to get their farming done in half the time. If we leave, we’re going to be standing out there for an hour or longer.”

      “I no want to die!” Sixy said. “Harder challenge. Pain. Death.”

      Sarah looked at the two symbols on the walls, the doorways to the next challenge room. One was a golden symbol with various circles representing ID. The other was a red symbol made of jagged lines, representing extra enemies that would grant more experience.

      “Gameus talked about death,” she said, thinking back to his terrible presentation. “We’re supposed to embrace it. Our ability to die and come back immediately makes us different from everyone else here.”

      “Exactly!” Niko said. “I don’t want to die. Dying is so not cool. But . . . if we’re unwilling to take the risk, we won’t progress fast enough to win this contest.”

      “Death be bad for gear,” Apology Thirteen said. “Lose durability. Break.”

      “We have spare ID,” Sarah said. “And I’m sick of getting rotten anything. I’d say the only question we must answer is, what door do we take?”
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      After Niko’s health had recovered—full of excitement and no small amount of trepidation—Sarah pressed her palm to the golden symbol.

      Their bodies shifted into that inky black, a cascading motion from fingertips to toe tips. In a sudden rush, they were ripped from the safety of the first room and effectively trapped within the second.

      Humidity was the first thing to greet them, then the buzz of dragonflies, the smell of soil and moss and water, and massive trees that soared overhead, rope-like vines hanging from their boughs in loops.

      The leaves on everything were huge and vibrant across a swath of greens. Thick tree roots crawled across the ground, six feet tall in some areas like organic walls where wide-brimmed orange mushrooms grew.

      A large pond stretched across the middle of the room, covered in giant lily pads. Columns of stone poked a few inches above the water, spread evenly as if meant to be stepping stones.

      And at the center of it all . . .

      A green crystal.

      Every crystal until now had been dark gray, promising a relatively easy challenge. This one shimmered like a giant emerald, cut in the shape of an octahedron. It whispered from where it hovered, beckoning them forward.

      “Caw!”

      Niko jumped and grabbed Sarah’s arm.

      A smoky black crow watched from a high branch. Its unblinking purple eyes stared, head cocked to one side. It then flapped its incorporeal wings and soon disappeared into the distance.

      “Scaredy scaredy-cat!” Apology Thirteen said, pointing at Niko.

      Sixy peeked out from behind them. “It be gone?”

      “Ha! Sixy scaredy-cat, too.”

      “I no scared! I protect from wall.”

      Sarah laughed. Were all fairies just carbon copies of each other? “It’s not the first Queen’s Watcher we’ve seen.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Niko said, her voice uncertain. She let go and clasped her hands behind her back.

      “Harriet seems to think they’re lucky. Maybe we’ll get something special in the chest this time?”

      “Really!”

      “Provided we don’t die.”

      “We won’t! Not if the queen is watching. This is so cool. What do we do?”

      “Same strat, I imagine,” Sarah said. “You guys spread out, and I’ll touch the crystal. Whoever attracts the monsters first becomes the decoy, and the other focuses on backstab or surprise attacks. Got it?”

      Niko nodded.

      “En I distract!” Apology Thirteen said. “En you,” she said, pointing a narrow finger at Sixy, “hide in tree like scaredy-cat.”

      “I no scared! I help,” Sixy said, a frown on his face.

      “Be distracting,” Sarah said to her fairy, “but not before the decoy. Okay?”

      “Yes yes!” Apology Thirteen said. “I be best distractor. You see.”

      Somehow, this was all going to go terribly wrong. Sarah told them to get into their positions, then left, following a tree root until it dipped into the water.

      She jumped to the first stone column peeking out of the water. It was perfectly circular and placed about four feet from the next.

      Six columns out—a school of tiny red fish swimming around them—she stepped on one that moved. It sunk about an inch, making a nearly inaudible click.

      A second later, a wooden dart slammed into her leg, producing a -3 in white. “A trap?” she asked no one in particular, then ripped it out. The dart dissolved into flakes of color and faded.

      Shit! She swallowed hard, expecting a wave of nausea to hit and prickling, itchy sweat. But nothing happened. The dart didn’t appear to be poisoned.

      The column clicked again.

      She empowered her hearing, burning 1 essence per 5 seconds with 116 essence available. Another dart made the tiniest of sounds, coming from an entirely different direction than before.

      She sidestepped within the narrow space available, and the dart thudded into a tree thirty feet away.

      This, apparently, wasn’t the best of places to enjoy the picturesque jungle. Her hat wholeheartedly agreed, emphatically saying, “Ribbit!”

      The column clicked again. She jumped to the next, which also clicked. “What the hell?”

      Another dart, another sidestep, another jump to a column, and another click. “Fuck!”

      “What is it?” Niko asked from beyond the trees where, hopefully, there wasn’t anything trying to kill her.

      “Watch out for traps!” Sarah yelled back.

      “Traps!”

      She jumped to the next column and the next, every one of them clicking as she went, summoning the jungle’s wrath in the form of a dozen darts.

      Fifteen columns farther, she slapped the floating emerald, made a ninety-degree turn, and continued on her way, intent on getting the hell away from these damn traps.

      Emerald flakes swooshed through the air to form into two giant spheres. With each passing second and with each jump to the next stone column, those spheres took shape, forming into something with very long legs.

      She made it to the shore and spun back to find what looked like two blue flamingos with bright red legs. Except, these weren’t your average winged specimens. They had to have been a good thirty feet tall.

      Hundreds of small golden interlocking gears formed their beaks, turning and clicking, much louder than normal because—

      Duh! She had forgotten to stop empowering her hearing. It took a mental flick, and the harsh edges of sound smoothed and quieted.

      She sought the soul of the first monster. It had no affinity—marking it as neutral—and as such, had no divinity. But such a request also revealed the creature’s health bar.

      
        
        ¤ Feenicopper [128hp]

        × Construct Fighter · Lvl. 3

        » Affix: Giantism

      

      

      The bird shrieked loud enough to cause ripples to form across the pond. It then shot a glowing fluorescent green beam that slushed against anything it hit.

      Wood melted, emitting white plumes of smoke as it deformed. A large branch drooped, the wood cracking and groaning, unable to hold its own weight. It crashed to the ground, flicking acidic goop to burn rocks and dirt and ferns.

      Sixy flew over. “What be plan?”

      “What are you doing over here?”

      “I show cursed one I no scared. Ha! She be dumb dumb. Take back words!”

      “This isn’t the time to show off. If you die, it’s not like we’re going to be waiting in line for you to return.”

      “So no die?”

      “Should that ever be a question?” Sarah sighed. “Do you know anything about Feenicoppers?”

      He squinted at the giant birds, nodding slowly, then said, “Nope.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Snail say kill one first.”

      “Lot of help that is. Where’s Apology Thirteen?”

      He pointed to where a bright-blue-winged fairy was diving the closest bird, screaming, “You no kill me, dumb dumb!”

      Sarah palmed her forehead. Why were fairies so stupid! There wasn’t a decoy yet, which put Apology Thirteen in unnecessary danger. This was worse than managing a bunch of know-it-all programmers.

      “Oh! I be late,” Sixy said, “I show her.”

      “Don’t—” But he already flew off, directly toward danger. Did Interfaces not understand that if they died, access to the inventory would be cut off?

      And this was why planning sucked. No one followed the plan. They just did whatever they wanted, damn the consequences!

      Sarah blew out a breath and sprinted back across the stone columns. This time, however, they didn’t click and shoot obnoxious darts at her.

      Luminescent green sprayed across the trees in an attempt to blast away Apology Thirteen. Droplets rained down, splattering anyone who was stupid enough to be running across the stone columns. . . .

      The acid sizzled on Sarah’s armor, releasing tiny -1s to float toward the high ceiling, dropping her armor’s durability to 39/46.

      The closest Feenicopper was doing its best to bite Apology Thirteen, who kept zipping left and right, dodging the golden-gear beak.

      She slapped her pumpkin armor. It flashed and laughed, pulling the attention of the second bird.

      Sarah ran up behind the first, where it stood on one leg, which just so happened to be close to a column. She jumped to it and pressed her palm to the back of the bird’s knobby leg, sensing the rivers of essence coursing through the bird, up to its very fluffy butt feathers, and throughout its body.

      She shoved her will into the essence and immediately sensed the bird’s annoyance. It didn’t communicate any actual thoughts like the stone elementals had, but there was a deep-seated desire to eat this flying worm in front of it.

      With a little psychic therapy, she channeled the existing annoyance and directed it toward the other Feenicopper. That was the annoying monster in desperate need of splattering.

      The monstrous bird immediately ignored the buzzing pest, looked at its once-friend-now-foe, and launched the best sort of projectile vomit anyone could ask for.

      The second Feenicopper squawked and flapped its wings, wings that were now melting to unveil more gears beneath the feathers. A storm of -2s and -3s in red twirled their way upward, provoking the bird to launch its own equally impressive projectile vomit to coat the first.

      Sarah commanded her bird to rush the other. It did so without hesitation. The two monsters collided. Their long and awkward legs shifted through the deep pond in search of anything to balance upon and found nothing. They crashed into the water and rolled across the stone columns.

      Niko stood just beyond the trees there. She didn’t pull her dagger like any normal adventurer—no, that wasn’t the Niko way—she instead decided this was a prime opportunity to use her pickpocket skill.

      Sarah exhaled and looked at the pretty glass fragments floating so far overhead. There was a time and place for everything, and when there were two massive monsters fighting, this wasn’t the time nor place to pickpocket.

      She sprinted toward the tangled knot of S-shaped flamingo necks. Hot embers streamed down her arm, shifting to crimson flakes that took the shape of her dagger.

      When faced with such large monsters, the tiny blade felt . . . well, tiny. But damage was damage. She didn’t need to strike a mortal blow like in real life. She just needed to whittle the creatures down until they died and turned to ash.

      A giant webbed foot with long black claws kicked at where she ran. She jumped—still following those insane Predator Instincts of hers—and landed on a thrashing leg, then immediately jumped again before losing her balance.

      The bird twisted, and a wing whooshed overhead, feathers pushing the air enough to knock her to the side where she landed on a stone column, turned, and started cutting her blade through the Feenicopper’s fluffy underside.

      The bird shrieked, and the connection they shared abruptly ended. The last emotion to wiggle its way into her mind was a murderous one.

      Eh, she had that effect on people. . . .

      Sarah continued to hack and slash, pulling as much essence as possible before—

      A leg crashed into her middle. The armor absorbed 5 points of damage but didn’t absorb the force of the impact.

      It sent her flying!

      Her dagger flipped away, turning into flakes of crimson. She threw her weight around and spun like a fucking ninja, then accomplished the rare feat of missing every stone column, choosing—of course—to plunge into the water.

      Half a dozen red fish shot away from her rude disruption of their otherwise peaceful world. She hit bottom, her butt pressed into the mud and spongy plants.

      They apparently liked her butt quite a bit. So much, in fact, that they refused to let go. Any other day that might have been flattering. On account of being underwater, however, it was most alarming.

      She thrashed against the butt grabbers and managed to unwedge herself, then kicked off a stone and emerged just in time to duck back beneath the water, dodging the rush of claws that would have taken her head off.

      Her hat exclaimed exactly what she was thinking and did so with bubbles, “R°i°b°b°i°t!”

      After a count of three, she eased herself out of the water and peeked over the stone column. The two birds seemed to have had a heart-to-heart and were no longer in the midst of killing each other.

      Perhaps it had something to do with Niko running from the second Feenicopper, carrying a giant egg overhead while screaming, “Deposit it, deposit it, deposit it!”

      Sixy, however, was most distracted by another affair entirely. He flew near the first bird’s head, showing exactly how brave he actually was.

      He yelled, “You no kill—”

      The bird pecked at him, its beak making a metallic clamor.

      He squeaked and zipped away, yelling, “I dumb dumb! I no want to be up here anymore!”

      “Deposit the egg you idiot!” Niko shouted. She ran up a large root on her way toward a tree as if to use it for cover.

      The bird chasing her launched a long blast of green, spraying the glowing muck all over the bark and ground in that direction.

      She tried to stop, lost her balance, and fell backward, holding the egg out to protect it. She took the full force of the impact to her back, then the most appreciative egg split open and thanked her with a dollop of yoke, which just so happened to submerge her entirely.

      Not only did she steal from a very big, very angry bird, but now—it would seem, though the details of monster procreation were still a bit fuzzy and summoned visuals one should not think long upon—she had killed its potential offspring.

      The bird responded to such unkind treatment in an unkind way. It flapped its featherless gear-grinding wings and jumped twenty feet into the air before landing where Niko’s puddle of yoke was, only to find that the yoke had gotten up and walked away.

      Niko being Niko, she jumped into the pond and swam toward Sarah as if she were some kind of miracle worker lifeline.

      Shit!

      Sarah pushed herself up onto a stone column. The rush of water poured out of her armor, leaving it sodden and heavy. But there was no time to hit the laundromat! In a matter of seconds, they’d be sandwiched between giants with the intent of rending flesh from bone.

      She thus ran across the columns away from Niko’s Feenicopper and toward the one that had been charmed, the one who was now trying to eat both Apology Thirteen and Sixy, growing more determined by the second.

      Sarah summoned Crimson Shards—paying the 30 essence; 85/130—and aimed them at the first bird. They streaked across the air, leaving shimmering trails behind them. Two of the shards struck, returning 9 essence, while the third was aimed too high.

      Its health dropped to 6/122, just a single attack from dying!

      She charged, fully intent on finishing the job since the fairies couldn’t do any damage, and it seemed like a waste of essence to use Crimson Shards again.

      The Feenicopper spun toward her, no longer paying attention to the two fairies that were yelling insults. It opened its mouth, green reflecting on the gears of its beak.

      Ugh! Sarah dove back into the damn pond. Luminescent green churned into the water, turning into sinking gobs, killing everything they touched, including a curious fish who swam through the acid for funsies.

      That was what dumb things did.

      She kicked and pulled at the water, determined not to be like the stupid fish, and swam toward the bird, seeing its distorted form above the surface.

      Either it had an incredibly limited short-term memory, or the fairies upped their game of who could be the most annoying. Whatever it was, it allowed her to close the distance to one knobby red leg.

      She summoned her crimson dagger and plunged it into the monster, dealing exactly 6 damage—she was lucky like that—then shoved off the ground, broke the surface, and sucked in a deep breath of fresh . . . ash.

      It filled her lungs! It got in her eyes, up her nose, and promptly dyed her hair black. She coughed the disgusting cremains out, then sucked them back in until she escaped from the realm of death and found the light again, no doubt looking like some swamp monster emerging from the dark below.

      The last Feenicopper thrust its beak down into the pond, fishing for a Niko. Water sprayed everywhere, making waves. Its beak slammed into a stone pillar and broke it in half.

      Sarah pushed her palm out toward the towering monster. Three crimson shards materialized, one before the other, making her realize she could have summoned just one of the shards to finish off the last bird rather than getting close and personal.

      She was so stupid! But that didn’t matter right this very second. She released the eager shards like dropping them from high and watching gravity yank them into the bird’s already injured wing, dealing 27 damage.

      The bird jerked its head toward its new enemy and shrieked. Green started to glow from its mouth, and she sighed.

      Before the blast of stomach acid could escape its metallic beak, the bird stiffened. Black oozed out of its many cuts and burns.

      Niko shoved herself out of the water, grinning and screaming, “I did it! I did—” Then disappeared beneath a giant flamingo-sized ball of ash.

      Sarah grimaced, having just endured such a fate. Apology Thirteen laughed. And Sixy flew down to the mound, yelling, “No hide in dead monster, dumb dumb!”

      Eight happy glowing-white puffballs of ID popped out and floated over.

      Niko emerged from the water much closer, still grinning, her dagger in her mouth.

      Most of the ash lifted into the air, pulled into long, shifting tendrils that circled the trees, slowly gathering toward the room’s center.

      Sarah plunged herself beneath the water and did her best to clean the ash off, only to find it had been a fruitless endeavor. The ash seemed to have imbued itself into her very soul.

      Niko helped her out of the water. “I killed it. You saw, right? I’m super cool. And you!” she said in a growl, shoving a finger at Sixy, “what happened!”

      “What you mean?” Sixy said, palms raised at his sides, shoulders pinched.

      “I stole the king of all eggs. It was beautiful and huge! But you didn’t deposit it and . . . and . . .”

      “You have yoke on your face,” Sarah said, using her long sleeve to scrub it off.

      “Ohhh,” said Sixy.

      “Yeah, ‘Ohhh,’ ” Niko said, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. She looked prepared to continue her diatribe but then spotted something. “There are two chests!”

      Sarah—dirty, uncomfortably sodden, and very much annoyed in how this whole thing went down—wanted to give everyone a piece of her mind.

      But . . . treasure.

      Two treasures!

      Treasure had the unique characteristic of making any day better, provided that it actually contained something of value.

      Niko jumped to the next stone column, and Sarah followed, each jump landing with a squish, flipping water every which way.

      “No no no no no,” Apology Thirteen said. “No touch. Special chest require decision.”

      They stopped on the center platform that held the room’s reward. One chest shone in brilliant gold, its symbol matching that of the room. The other chest, however, had a mysterious dark visage, made of some sort of black wood and marked by a glowing purple symbol.

      “How is it special?” Sarah asked.

      “Choose one, one only. Other go bye bye. Black chest be Queen’s Challenge.”

      “That sounds so cool!” Niko said, gazing at the chest, her eyes sparkling in the purple glow.

      Sarah took off her frog hat—its little legs kicked—and shook out her hair. It flung little black droplets, the ash marring the red sheen. She probably looked like a coal miner. “What’s the challenge?”

      “It be special boss,” Apology Thirteen said.

      “Hard hard hard!” Sixy said. “Big awesome amazing treasure not worth it. Not worth death. No no!”

      “Sixy scaredy-cat.”

      “I no scared! I distract fat bird.”

      “You cry whole time.”

      “I no cry!”

      “There’s a timer,” Sarah said, pointing to the black chest. Purple flakes shifted in the air above the chest’s lock, counting down from 27.

      “Oh!” Niko cried. She jumped back and pulled her shirt out. A little red fish flopped to the ground and bounced into the pond. “Hehe, little stowaway. Not cool.” She then turned and pointed to the black chest. “That’s my vote.”

      Sarah put her hat back on, and it made an appreciable sound. “We could die, then we’ll get nothing.”

      “Or live! This could be the thing that guarantees our victory. It’s either that or we fight another room of monsters and a different boss. That seems just as dangerous, doesn’t it? Nine seconds.”

      The purple flakes shifted, changing the numbers from 9 to 8 to 7. She hated being forced to make a fast decision, one that likely wouldn’t consider all the potential consequences.

      She had 80 essence and no time to feed on her overly willing blood bag. Her armor’s durability had dropped to 28/46. And this would be their first boss, forced into it unprepared.

      All things worth pursuing held an element of risk, some—like this—an insurmountable one. But maybe death was what they needed in order to not fear it and be controlled by it.

      3 seconds.

      Niko watched, biting her thumb.

      Sarah nodded. “Let’s do it,” she said, swallowing that sense of inevitable doom, and tapped the black chest.
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      Ice shot through Sarah’s fingers, hungry and eager. It circled her heart and tore her down instead of through one of the walls.

      That external amused sensation was stronger this time. It held an edge of anxious desire to see what would happen to the ill-prepared adventurers dropped into the demon’s domain.

      Demon’s domain. . .?

      Sarah materialized within a dark room near the ceiling. There were no fragments of glass up here, windows into the outside world. There were only purple symbols carved into black stone.

      She shared a glance with Niko, her hair slowly drifting upward, then gravity—no longer wanting to be thwarted by whatever this witchcraft was—took hold, and the world blurred.

      Sarah’s throat tightened.

      Niko screamed.

      Sixy yelled, “This bad bad bad!”

      Sarah collided with a massive pile of dry and brittle bones lit by flickering green torchlight. Her momentum hardly slowed, propelling her down the side as if it were a water slide, one she traversed backward, accompanied by all the exhumed skeletons of a graveyard.

      She came to a stop at the bottom, lying on her back, gazing up at the mountain of bones that had to have been at least forty or fifty feet tall.

      Black stone columns formed a wide ring around the center, each bearing a single green torch and a single purple symbol. The walls beyond were hidden in shadow.

      She empowered her sight, and her essence started to tick down from 80. The veil of darkness slithered away from skull-encrusted walls, human and beast alike.

      “What’s that!” Came Niko’s echoing voice a mere moment before she let out an oof! and burst through a section of bones at the center.

      Sarah shoved herself off the ground and caught Niko. They fell back and slid all the way up to a column before stopping.

      Niko drew in a shuddering gasp. “Th-that really hurt.”

      The above torch, an inconsiderate one at that, flickered out. Then, as if by peer pressure, so did the next. In rapid succession, the other torches followed suit until the last ardent defender of light, the sole source of glowing green, illuminated a humanoid monster, maybe ten feet tall, formed by charred and melted bones.

      Such an amalgamation of once-living skeletal fragments didn’t yield the expected entity of chaos, randomly pieced together. No, its symmetrical head—lacking human characteristics—had been designed with protruding teeth and splintered bones. There was intent behind this design, an intent to instill fear.

      And it worked. . . .

      The freaky-ass bone man dragged a long sword or what appeared to be in the shape of a sword but constructed in heavy black rock, grinding and scarring the floor.

      The last torch went out, and Niko scrambled off. Even with empowered sight, which didn’t need light, the moment the torch extinguished—blanketing the room in near-perfect darkness besides the soft glow of symbols—the boss disappeared.

      Sarah shoved herself to her feet. The hot embers of essence rushed down her arm and formed into a most dependable crimson dagger.

      All at once, the torches reignited.

      A strong, savage presence emanated from behind. It was the only warning that the stupid boss had somehow magically moved. Its exclusive intent made her survival senses squirm in desperate need to escape.

      She dove forward, but something heavy slammed against her hip. The room spun, then abruptly stopped with her on her back, a -10 in white floating past the eyeless boss, its sword momentarily suspended in the air.

      Apology Thirteen plowed into the boney misshapen nightmare of its head. “You no kill my dumb dumb!”

      It barely gave Sarah an extra second, a second she most certainly used. She rolled a hair’s breadth from stone slamming against stone, blasting chipped rocks and bones every which way. Green flame filled the small crater that, in no uncertain terms, would have been her.

      Brilliant, brave Niko stabbed the boss from behind, dealing 8 damage as a critical strike.

      Red flakes of color conjoined in the air to form an admittedly cool-looking health bar, accented in spikes and one skull on the right.

      
        
        ¤ Daeossis [251/259hp]

        × Elite Undead Fighter · Lvl. 6

      

      

      In a quick cascading effect, the torches went out. The boss, again, disappeared.

      “It has over two hundred life?” Niko yelled. “So- not- cool.”

      “It teleports,” Sarah said. “Don’t stop moving.”

      “See that?” Apology Thirteen said to Sixy. “I kick big bone bone! What you do?”

      “I no care what you do!” Sixy said, flying close to Niko.

      The torches reignited. Three lines of green fire streaked across the room.

      Sarah evaded one with a roll, found her feet, and dashed toward the boss. It turned toward her, now holding a bow instead of a sword.

      She slid across the floor and slashed her crimson dagger against its leg three times before passing. Bright red -8, -5, and -6 slid up into the returning darkness. The boss, once again being a damn coward, was gone.

      She immediately stood and walked, ready to sprint the second the torches came back. Even without them, every attack the boss had made left behind a green fire that continued to burn.

      Something—or a lot of somethings—started to hiss, slowly gaining volume, becoming a sort of white noise, punctuated by the random crunching of something broken underfoot.

      “What’s making that sound?” Niko asked from the other side of the room.

      “It bad bad bad!” Sixy said.

      The bones shook. Tiny phalanges extended out of skulls, forming legs, lots of legs. Spiders? Stupid stupid bone spiders! If anything could surmount her hate for snakes, it was definitely spiders.

      Sarah jerked away from a jumping bone spider. It crashed to the ground and turned to ash. They weren’t strong at all, but there had to have been two dozen, three, four?

      What the hell! There were so many of them, swarming across the floor and up the columns, hundreds of legs clattering.

      Niko screamed. She sprinted through a legion of the terrible things, jabbing her dagger into them while others clung to her arms and legs, biting. A trail of -1s in red followed her.

      Sarah killed three of the micro enemies, instantly rendering them as ash. They didn’t even have health bars or enough essence to yield anything.

      She chased after Niko in an attempt to remove the spiders, but the girl did not lack in her ability to run.

      Niko rammed a spider-covered shoulder into the far wall, smashing them to ash and knocking others off. This would have been a fantastic victory were it not for the long spider legs that burst out of the wall and grabbed her.

      She screamed again.

      Sarah screamed for her!

      Niko thrashed against those black chitin legs, jabbing and slashing her dagger at anything and everything, which, in this case, included Sixy. The fairy—for no apparent or remotely smart reason—seemed to have jumped into the path of her attacks.

      “You cut me!” he yelled. There was a long black line down his chest and stomach. He fluttered back, jaw clenched against the pain, shock frozen on his face. Then a spider snatched him out of the air, and he fell to ash.

      The torches reignited. Thousands of bone chips shifted across the floor, quickly forming into the boss. The monster had bone spiders all over it and wielded its stone sword again, now blocking the view of Niko, its current intended prey.

      “Help me!” she cried, voice quivering.

      Sarah thrust her hand out, and three crimson shards formed and launched, draining her essence to 44/130. Each shard crashed into a bone spider that jumped to its death in defense of its master, turning into a mixture of crimson flakes and ash.

      Shoot! Shit!

      “I’m coming!” she shouted and sprinted toward the boss, spiders crunching underfoot. One grappled her leg, dealing 1 damage before Apology Thirteen tore it into the air and dropped it.

      Sarah slammed her crimson dagger into the boss’s back, dealing 12 damage. She pulled the blade free and attacked twice more before an arm smashed into her with such force that her armor broke immediately. She flew back into the tower of bones, crashed through it, and slid between two black stone columns.

      Pain.

      Lots of pain, dense and sharp. The ceiling and columns swayed. A ringing in her ears mixed with that constant hissing noise that came from all around, from bone spiders that, no doubt, were excited by the easily accessible food on the ground.

      Three seconds passed.

      A deafening crack! shook the room. The torches went out. And that tenuous pulling, the slightest of tugs that helped her know where her party was, faded away.

      Niko’s dead?

      “Move!” Apology Thirteen yelled.

      The army of bone spiders, encouraged by their most recent victory, swarmed forward, tapping their stupid legs on the floor and columns and ceiling.

      Sarah jumped to her feet. A spider bit her arm, which stung fiercely, a pain that ignited her rage. Not only did these piece-of-shit spiders kill her partner, but this bastard bit her!

      The tapping and hissing grew louder. They smelled of rot and death, a smell so strong she could now taste the vile tang in her mouth.

      She tore the spider away and crushed it in her fist. Then the torches ignited. Those thousands of bone chips that quickly formed into the boss made the slightest of noises, noises she now heard without a problem.

      The massive sword swooshed from behind her, and she shifted around it, summoned her crimson dagger—because she had apparently dropped it—and slashed it across the boss’s wrist, forearm, and arm before dashing away from its powerful backhand.

      The stupid spiders tried to land on her, but she knew exactly where they were, cutting them down before they had a chance to even touch her.

      Then the torches went out again.

      More spiders swarmed and died. Apology Thirteen was kicking them off the stone columns, letting them fall and pop against the floor like water balloons filled with ash.

      The torches reignited, and three green spears of light sliced across the room.

      Sarah killed two spiders on the closest column, then stepped behind it. The column, however, didn’t appreciate being used for cover. A long spider leg shoved out of the stone and swiped for her.

      She jumped back, feet crunching and tripping on even more of those fucking spiders! She lost her balance and rammed into the skull-encrusted wall.

      More giant spider legs burst out and seized her arm and both legs, missing her off-hand.

      The torches went out.

      Hundreds of tiny legs tapped their way closer, encroaching on all sides.

      Apology Thirteen flew over. “Get out!”

      “I’m trying!” Sarah yelled, but the giant spider legs were impossibly hard and strong, constantly pulling toward the wall, painfully digging into her skin.

      She dismissed her crimson dagger and summoned it in her off-hand, then stabbed it into the spider leg that wrapped her main hand.

      The torches reignited, filling the room with their eerie green light. Bone chips and teeth and fragments of death formed into Daeossis, standing in front of her in the same way it had for Niko.

      Apology Thirteen slammed into its head, yelling, “You dumb dumb poop-snot! Stop stop stop!”

      Sarah glared at the terrible monster, the rage in her chest unwilling to concede defeat. She’d tear off her own damn arm just to sink her teeth into the monster that stood before her, slowly raising its sword as if savoring this moment of victory.

      She screamed at it, not caring one bit how it looked. It felt good to just let out the rage. She fired crimson shards into its face, knowing very well it wouldn’t kill it. Her essence drained to 12/130.

      It stumbled backward—granting 13 essence back—and something inside it . . . growled? It wasn’t like an animal. It sounded more like bones grinding within its chest.

      The boss stomped, shaking the room. A black tarry line tore open where a mouth should have been, and it roared. The remaining bone spiders scurried to it. They crawled up its body and into its mouth as if she needed more nightmare fuel.

      Its health started to refill.

      Apology Thirteen yelled, “No no no no no! You no heal. That no fair!”

      Then an idea struck.

      Sarah had been so utterly stupid, burning her essence away and giving in to the rage. She cut it off and was suddenly very aware of the cold fear in her chest, infusing itself in her lungs and muscles and heart. She so very much didn’t want to be here, so very much didn’t want to die!

      Sarah attacked the spider leg that held her arm. She stabbed it over and over, dealing 6, 6, 7, 6, 8 damage, building up her essence to 41/130.

      It’s not enough!

      The boss stepped forward, its health now back to 259. It seemed to want her to know that she had done nothing to it, that she was insignificant in its presence.

      It raised its sword.

      She stabbed the spider leg three more times, barely reaching 51 essence. Then she dismissed her dagger, reclaiming its 10 essence.

      60 essence for a level 6, right. . .?

      The boss swung its overly large sword—which obviously wasn’t compensating for anything—down to crush her.

      She triggered Charm.

      The skill was a flood of warmth that coursed out of her hand, a hand pressed against the wall. The wall was just as much a monster as anything else, a monster matching its master’s level.

      Using Charm on the boss—even if she could reach it before the blade crushed her—would probably not work: bosses had plot armor.

      The wall’s one repeating thought was, <Hug, hug, hug.> Sarah kindly rejected the hug, and the legs released her. She used the last shreds of her mind to dive forward between the boss’s legs.

      The sword crushed the wall, shattering skulls and leaving a burst of green fire.

      The world fell away.

      Darkness descended like curtains to a play.

      A feral growl vibrated from her throat. Essence—blazing red essence, brush strokes of vibrant vitality—thrummed through the walls, a blip in the air from a stupid insect, and an irresistible fount in front of her, begging to be released.

      The demon within attacked. She pounced, fangs piercing its high-yield point on its neck, rapidly consuming its succulent essence. She slurped it down, tongue on bone, fingers digging into the pathetic creature for a better hold.

      The thing roared and spun as if to face its attacker, to face her, but she was not standing behind it. It rammed its back into the wall, her damp armor extinguishing the flame.

      Pain slammed through her. Her lungs wouldn’t breathe. But crazy wouldn’t let go, and now, neither would the wall.

      <Hug, hug, hug!>

      The creature of teeth and bone writhed, grinding her left arm into the skulls.

      Instinctually, she empowered her touch. Instead of making it so she could feel everything more, she used it to feel less, to make the pain of her mangled arm—the one that just tore free and dissolved to ash—not register the agony of inflamed nerves.

      Her inner demon fell to the recesses of her mind, having taken its fill of essence. The world returned to the forefront.

      She empowered her strength using 90 essence to three times the effect, told the wall to stop hugging them, then flipped around the boss, grabbed its freaky-ass head in one arm, yanked it down to the ground, and used her legs to propel the bastard behind her.

      It launched across the room, shattered through a column, and cracked the far wall. The happy spider legs burst out to hug it but then—along with the boss—crumbled to ash, releasing its reserved essence: 47 for a total of 73/130.

      Sarah let out a relieved breath and collapsed to her knees, the floor cold and solid but not trying to kill her, which was the only thing that mattered at the moment.
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      “You did it!” Apology Thirteen yelled, flying through the broken column from the other side. She came to an abrupt stop, her antennae poking out to the sides. “Oh no! Your arm! It be broken!”

      “More like . . . gone,” Sarah said. A sense of panic tingled deep within, wanting to surface at her lack of a most important body part, but the knowledge that limbs regrew in this world kept it at bay.

      “Yes yes, just . . . gone. It be back. But you. You! You so strong! Tiny girl throw big bone man! Hahaha!”

      Sarah smiled. She didn’t need to do that, but the stupid boss didn’t need to heal itself and show off like a pompous asshole, either.

      This triggered new questions: What were monsters? Where did they come from? And why was she fighting them in heaven? In all likelihood—and very annoying to those cursed with the curiosity bug—these questions would be left unanswered.

      All of the remaining bones clicked and clattered. They tumbled down the heaping hill and bobbed into the air.

      The skulls that covered the walls crumbled away to reveal black stone behind them. All of the ash lifted into streams that intertwined with the flying skeletal bits of the dead.

      Everything converged toward the center of the room as if it were a giant vacuum. In a matter of seconds, the floor and walls and ceiling were Mr. Clean approved, sparkling and sanitized of corruption. Even the green torches now burned a more natural orange-yellow.

      In place of all the clutter sat a magnificent chest adorned in white crystal and polished gold.

      “A master chest?” Apology Thirteen yelled and zipped toward the room’s reward. “Ooooh! So exciting. I no think we survive—we did! I no think we get master chest—we did! No be lazy. Open open!”

      Sarah shoved herself to her feet and shuffled toward the master chest. If this damn thing gave her a rotten apple, she’d hunt down the Mad Queen and give Her Royal Highness a dagger to the gut.

      She grimaced.

      That, eh . . . was a rude thought.

      Whenever she fought for her life, she seemed to become inconsiderate. The aggressiveness came out. The need to kill everything, to bathe in their essence, to consume the world, it all came out with her inner demon leading those desires.

      She tapped the chest with her one remaining hand, and the heavy lid lifted. A puff of air escaped the edges of the lid, carrying a flurry of twinkling dust. It smelled . . . expensive, if there were such a smell.

      Bright, happy light of once-trapped ID flooded out and merged into her armor. This cleared the way for two loot bubbles to float out, both marked by a bright orange diamond.

      “Legendaries?” Apology Thirteen whispered, eyes wide, mouth agape. “That not normal. Not normal at all. En you get 242 ID!”

      The money alone made this terrible encounter worth it. Money represented delicious food, a much-needed bubble bath to clean away the ashen remains of monsters, and a bed that wouldn’t have to be shared with one drooling Niko.

      Sarah popped the bubbles, and they turned into white spheres before jumping into her chest. Apology Thirteen projected the details of the first item.

      
        
        ¤ Veetali Scythe [25-37 damage]

        × Legendary Scythe · Lvl. 6

        » Durability: 243/243

        ·

        « Requirements

        » Class Vampire

        ·

        « Effects

        » +4 to Vitality

        ·

        « Skills

        » Phantom Strike [Lvl. 2]

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Phantom Strike [Enchantment · Lvl. 2]

        » Essence: 40

        » Damage: 31-43

        ·

        » Project 1 second’s worth of an attack forward 40 feet [20 × Enchantment Level] dealing 31-43 damage [Weapon’s Damage + 1/2 Dexterity].

        ·

        » The attack projects the full distance, only stopping if colliding with terrain, buildings, or defensive skill effects that would not break from the normal attack.

        ·

        » Stacks with active weapon effect.

      

      

      “Wow,” Sarah whispered. Scythes had such an interesting history not often explored in her go-to fantasy books. But, being a nerd, she knew a thing or two.

      For one, they weren’t weapons, at least, not for the most part. Farmers used them against attacks because it was all they had. But then, when conscripted into one of the many land wars, scythes were adjusted and made more useful, better that than to give untrained fodder something of value.

      Sarah asked her handy Interface to withdraw the scythe, anxiously hoping it wasn’t a legendary farm tool to cut grass. That’d be her terrible, no-good, rotten luck at play, to get something so rare and useless.

      The outline appeared, and she relaxed a little. It had the shape of something Death wouldn’t be ashamed to carry around in his eternal reaping of souls.

      She grabbed it. Flakes of black and red converged to form the weapon, which was incredibly light for something so large it could rest on the ground and come up to her shoulder.

      She held the very end of the scythe, letting it reach across the black stone floor. The red blade pointed down with a slight curve, sharp on the inside, dull along the top.

      “That be badass!” Apology Thirteen said, flying around the shaft to inspect the flowing lines as if made from smoke.

      Badass as it looked—and the stats were awesome, specially made for a vampire—a sword would have been so much better and most certainly more traditional, right? The size of this would make it cumbersome in a fight. And like, come on, war scythes were straight!

      That single thought triggered a reaction. The blade’s angle quickly increased until it was as straight as the shaft.

      Neat. . . .

      Sarah triggered Crimson Weapon. The warmth of essence flowed down her arm and shifted into the scythe. Despite this weapon being many times larger than her dagger, it only reserved 10 essence.

      And, unlike the dagger, the scythe didn’t change as much. The charcoal black of the shaft remained its preferred color. Only the blade itself changed from its vivid red to a darker crimson and black.

      The weapon did 25-37 damage. Having the crimson weapon effect boosted that to 30-44. And Phantom Strike added another 6 damage—12 Dexterity ÷ 2—for 36-50!

      Not that long ago, she was perfectly happy with her trusty bone club. No wonder Gameus sent them here for training and to acquire more interesting weapons.

      She reclaimed the essence, and the scythe burst into flakes of color and faded. In truth, she was no master of any weapon, so why not train to use a weapon built for a vampire? The stats gave her 20 extra health—85/85—and 40 extra essence, currently 73/170.

      “Next next next!” Apology Thirteen said and summoned the stats of the second loot item.

      
        
        ¤ Motusi Ring

        × Legendary Ring · Lvl. 7

        » Durability: 197/197

        ·

        « Requirements

        » 13 Dexterity

        ·

        « Effects

        » +3 to Dexterity

        ·

        « Skills

        » Flash Step [Lvl. 3]

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Flash Step [Enchantment · Lvl. 3]

        » Mana: 15 (1:1 Essence)

        » Distance: 36 Feet

        ·

        » Move to target location within 36 feet [Enchantment Level × Dexterity] over 0.33 seconds [1 ÷ Enchantment Level].

        ·

        » This is not a teleportation skill. The caster may be struck during movement and cannot move through objects or obstacles.

      

      

      Well, this was most obviously intended for a little-known thief who loved running from her targets more than fighting. It could even be good for a vampire.

      Given that Niko had taken the easy way out and died rather early in the fight, no one would cast judgment for keeping both. No one would even know.

      Sarah huffed. She’d know. It’d nibble on her conscience until one day—tears ruining her mascara, the salty taste of snot on her lips—she’d fess up, then lose a friend.

      Not like that has ever happened. . . .

      She shook the intrusive memory away and looked about the room. It was time to leave; Niko would be terribly worried. “How do we get out of here?”

      Apology Thirteen flew up to one of the newly uncovered walls. The black stone had a symbol matching the first challenge room: the exit.

      “Normally,” she said, “after boss, you make decision. Go to next floor or leave. Next floor be harder challenge, better reward! But not on easiest section.

      “Next section can go to second floor, third section can go to third floor, but must go to fourth floor to escape.”

      “And to do that, we need to go to the hardest section?”

      “Yes yes! You get there. You progress fast. Be strong. Throw bone man. Hahaha! I pick best this time.”

      “This time. . . .” Sarah said, then remembered something Sixy had said. “Has Gameus done this before? Bought souls and had them fight?”

      Apology Thirteen made an indecisive hum and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Why are you the cursed fairy?”

      “I no cursed!”

      “And you’re not Olette?”

      “No no no no no! I Apology Thirteen.”

      “Or you’re just lying to me. I thought we were on the same side.”

      “Yes, same side!”

      “Then why won’t you tell me?”

      “Fairies have rules. I no break rules.”

      “You sure don’t have a problem with breaking the no-reading rules,” Sarah said, feeling a spark of guilt for bringing it up. Everyone should have the opportunity to learn to read, and to use that against the fairy now seemed . . . callous?

      “I-I . . . That be different rule,” she said in a small voice. “Fairies have rules, yes, but Gameus have rules for contest. Break his rules en lose. I no want to lose.”

      Sarah considered this and let out a breath. She wasn’t here to get her fairy into trouble. This was Apology Thirteen’s chance to become human, something she very much wanted to be. “I get it.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. I’m not going to have you break the rules. But this is what I know. It’s not because you broke the rules. It’s because I have more than two brain cells.”

      “Okay. . . . What you know?”

      “Your real name is obviously not Apology Thirteen. That’s your title. It’s something you’ve earned, something that not all fairies have.

      “Sixy calls you the cursed fairy, which either has something to do with your number being thirteen or because you choose bad candidates.”

      “I no—”

      “You once said you always chose the loser. So yes, you choose losers so often that the other fairies think you’re cursed.”

      Apology Thirteen crossed her arms.

      “Your name is Olette.”

      “I be—”

      “Will you get in trouble if I call you by this totally made-up, fictitious name? I mean, you are my Interface. I should be able to call you whatever I want.”

      “You . . . can, if want.”

      “What I don’t get is why you’re called Apology Thirteen. Are you supposed to be apologizing for something?”

      Olette grabbed her head and grimaced. “No no no no no. I forget! I dumb as poop-snot! I sorry you have unlucky fairy. I sorry Niko sucks en die. I sorry—”

      “Why are you apologizing?”

      “We make transition easier. An apology take burden of bad things from Chosen. Make them happy.”

      “So,” Sarah said and laughed, “when you said you were sorry that I was ugly, that was supposed to make me feel better?”

      “Yes yes! But you no ugly now.”

      “I wasn’t ugly then!”

      “Hmm. . . .”

      “Seriously? Whatever. I don’t need you to apologize for everything.”

      “Really really?”

      “It’d probably make me feel better if you didn’t apologize. An apology should come from whoever caused the harm, right? Apologizing for Virgil won’t change anything. He’ll still be an asshole.”

      “Big asshole, yes yes!”

      “Alright, let’s get out of here.”

      Olette nodded and smiled. “We show scaredy cats good good loot. Say they no get. Haha! Just to be funny.”

      Sarah laughed and pressed her palm to the wall. Ice shot through her arm, and a sense of great interest permeated her soul.

      She then stood out beyond the black wall marking the first and easiest section of challenge rooms, the sky turning a dark orange already.

      People were running, some screaming. Queue lines had been knocked down. The employees with the purple Q on their shirts were instructing people to get out.

      And at the center of the city, beneath the gigantic purple crystal, was a man armed to the teeth, easing himself into the black pool.
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      Sarah stood there for three stunned seconds, completely ignorant of what the actual heck—hell—was going on!

      Why would anyone voluntarily enter that vile liquid? Even from here, and now giving it her full attention, its negative energy crashed against her soul, screaming in demonic fury to be let in, to be consumed by its ever-present sense of doom.

      Ignore it! Find a distraction.

      The . . . the armored guards that had patrolled the pool were nowhere to be seen. The stone-ground they had so persistently marched upon was now covered in zigzagging broken lines.

      An older man—short and stocky, pale skin covered in ash very similar to herself—spotted the insane adventurer wading into the pool, then noticed her. “Run! Get out of the center!”

      The world started to shake.

      “Go go go!” Olette yelled. “That dummy-head challenge Teddy.”

      None of this made any damn sense, but there were times in life when you didn’t need to know every little nugget of detail in order to react.

      This was one of those times.

      Sarah sprinted toward the opening between the first and fourth sections of black wall. Two other contestants and their fairies were far ahead.

      She passed a man pulling different colored crystals down from his booth’s display, depositing them to his soul device.

      The once dependably solid stone that wrapped the center pool of muck . . . fell! The pool hovered there, unattached to anything. The man inside the pool—and, evidently, the man who had started this whole chain reaction—was no longer there.

      A loud pop! reverberated through the ground. A circular fissure, fifty feet out from the gaping hole in the platform, burst across the surface.

      One of the employee-looking girls in a uniform stood near the closest exit, shouting for people to, “Get a move on!” She summoned her phone while waving her other arm. She glanced at the screen once, then again with an abrupt head jerk, swearing.

      She made the unmistakably clear decision that this no-good dead-end job of hers wasn’t worth dying for. She summoned a bearded goat and abandoned her post, riding its back through the passage; the echoes of bleating mixed with the rumbling of stone and random shouts.

      Such reactions did not instill a warm, fuzzy feeling that everything would be a-okay. To make it even less a-okay, the girl had a mount while Sarah only had her two ash-coated shoes to carry her from the crumbling center of the city.

      And even in worse straits was the poor merchant, working as fast as he could, unwilling to lose his very precious inventory. His hands shook as he worked, dropping crystals in his haste, then wasting irreplaceable seconds to retrieve the fallen goods.

      He quickly deposited sections of his booth, then the air in front of him shimmered, and a giant wolf appeared.

      Of course, of course, and needless to say, she didn’t have the time to be worrying about everyone else!

      She charged forward, following Olette’s trail of blue sparkles. Not that escaping the area was all too mentally taxing, but it provided a single thing to focus on, to help ignore the fear-filled screams of those too slow to evade their fate.

      The merchant yelled from behind.

      Sarah chanced a glance.

      The wolf was hanging from a new edge, thirty feet away, claws trying to dig into the stone. The man reached out toward her, begging for help, a bright orange sky below him, full of tumbling chunks of debris and people.

      She slowed, her brain stuck in a cycle of I can help him! and Run, you stupid, pea-brained idiot! She had a ring with Flash Step. But . . . dammit! Her Dexterity wasn’t high enough to use it.

      “He’s gone,” said the older man who had told her to run in the first place. He grabbed her stub of an arm, yanking her forward. “And so are we if you don’t run girl!”

      After the span of a dozen thrashing heartbeats, the whole section behind them broke apart and fell.

      A woman on horseback pulling a cart nearly crashed into them after jumping a missing section. The wheels of her cart slammed against the stone, bouncing and sparking.

      Naked hotdogs made their great escape from her cart, wiggling free into the air and pelting people as she rushed past. A very befitting sign, clattering against the side, read, The Weenie Express.

      Sarah caught a hotdog.

      The man holding her stub eyed her.

      She made an offer to him.

      He politely declined.

      And the ground beneath them started to move. They ran between the black walls that, while once impressively tall, were now a mere ten feet high, sinking.

      “This no time for hotdog!” Olette yelled and tried to tear it from Sarah’s hand, a hand that was stubbornly not going to let go.

      It was worth 40 ID!

      Cracks shot out from the sides of the passage. Chipped stone jiggled and bounced. Then the black walls fell all at once, leaving nothing but a burnt orange sky above and below.

      The cracks widened. Smaller chunks crumbled and dropped, leaving perilous gaps throughout.

      The man leading the way started to slow. He sucked in breath after breath, a wheezing noise coming from his chest. “I can’t, I . . . can’t.”

      Sarah took the lead, and though he had let go of her stub, she did not let go of him, hooking an arm through his. They were only a minute away from where all the others had safely escaped to the Queen’s gardens.

      It was now her turn to yank him forward. “We’re almost there!” she yelled and jumped over a missing section, a window that looked down toward infinity. It brought back all the new and terrible memories she had with cliffsides. At least, this didn’t have an apparent stopping point.

      The man slowed and slowed, then stopped. “Go . . . without . . . me!”

      Sarah shook her head, projecting just how utterly stubborn she really was. Then a thought struck. Maybe all he needed was a soul hug.

      She pulled his wrist to her mouth.

      His eyes widened, but he seemed so entirely spent that he didn’t have the strength to pull away.

      She bit him, drawing only 10 health, thankful to find his armor had broken and didn’t fill her mouth with the dry taste of chalk.

      He made a shape with his mouth that looked like it wanted to say, “Why . . .” Then his lips tugged into a relaxed smile, and he started to run again.

      She was a fudging drug. Maybe that was the answer? She could sell her soul hugs! It made people feel good, and that had to be worth something. Win-win.

      There was now more open-air than ground. The chunks of broken stone that remained ignored physics entirely, floating unconnected to anything.

      It wouldn’t last.

      The people ahead were shouting, “Run! Hurry! Faster! You got this!” Some waved ID, apparently betting on whether or not the last two adventurers would, in fact, make it.

      Sarah tugged on the man who seemed to have had a sudden change of heart, one that pumped readily with a can-do attitude.

      At fifteen feet away . . .

      The ground dropped!

      She immediately let go of the man, took three running steps, empowered her Strength attribute, and jumped. A fraction of a second later, she landed on the first stair step, spun around, and her new scythe formed in a swirling burst of essence.

      The man caught the dull side of the extended blade. His considerable weight—relative to her inconsiderable strength and size—yanked her off the platform.

      She yelped and fell forward, then stopped. Two or three people had thankfully grabbed her ankles. But her hand—hotdog squished between her fingers and the scythe’s shaft—started to slide.

      “I can’t hold it!” she shouted, which encouraged those who were not lacking in strength to pull her back to solid ground and help lift the scythe.

      The old man climbed over the edge, and everyone—except those who lost their bets—cheered and laughed and exclaimed how incredibly lucky the two of them were.

      Among the celebratory noise were intrigued whispers asking about what type of weapon that was. And, “Did you see how she summoned it?” This prompted the release of Crimson Weapon, and the scythe broke away into flakes, prompting more whispers.

      “Rudy, Rudy, Rudy!” some guy with tawny-brown skin said, pulling the old man to his feet. “Tell me now and true, why didn’t you just summon your mount?”

      “Ah! It’s . . . slow,” Rudy said, then waved for people to make room. He summoned a large pink pig. “You . . . see?”

      Sarah hid the smooshed, unrecognizable hotdog behind her back and smiled innocently, ignoring Olette’s giggle.

      The pig oinked, sniffed, oh-so-happy to be at the center of all of this lovely attention. It then walked forward, misstepped, and teetered off the cliff.

      “And too . . . stupid,” Rudy said, “for its . . . own good.” He and the remaining crowd looked over the edge at the plummeting pig, squealing and kicking its legs.

      “Hey now,” the first guy said, “aren’t you gonna summon it back?”

      Rudy nodded and held a finger up. “Give it a second. Won’t learn . . . without consequences. You know how . . . it goes. Mount training 101.”

      “Man, that’s cruel.”

      “That’s life as a trainer. But that’s good enough.” He waved his hand in the air, and the distant squealing stopped. “Happy?”

      “I’d be happier if you got yourself a normal mount. A pig? Wasn’t the last one a giant snail?”

      “I sold that one.”

      “No shit. Really?” the guy asked, then glanced up the stairs. “Rudy, it’s mighty good to see you, but I’ve gotta run before it starts.”

      “Starts?” Sarah asked.

      The guy glanced at her. “Newbie? Looks like you’ve had a rough day. Anyway, Rudy will explain. Welcome to hell . . .” he said and paused with an expectant look on his face.

      “Sarah,” she said.

      “Welcome to hell, Sarah. I’m Maurice. See you around, alright?” He gave Rudy a last nod and left, which seemed to signal most of the others standing about that the excitement was over.

      “You’re as crazy as my ex-wife!” Rudy said to Sarah and laughed. “But I’m not so stuck in my ways to not give thanks when it’s due. I appreciate your help, miss. Even if you did bite me. Strange.”

      “Oh, heh. I’m a vampire.”

      “Really?”

      “And you saved me,” she said. “I’ve never seen this happen before. What about those who are still in the challenge rooms?”

      “Don’t you go worrying about them. They’ll exit from the backup archway in the Queen’s garden.

      “This only happens when someone enters the pool. It’s a doorway, you know? It’s the only way to get to the Mad Queen’s beast. That birdbrained man is going to get his chance in the next few minutes.”

      It made more sense why there were guards defending the black pool. If this was what happened every time someone went for a swim, that would get awfully obnoxious.

      Rudy said he needed to hurry, or his wife—of only three weeks; longest yet!—would be furious. He thanked her again and climbed the stairs.

      “This place,” Sarah said to Olette, shaking her head, “it’s something new every day.”

      “You eat that?” Olette asked, pointing to the smooshed hotdog.

      Sarah inspected the pink mush. Her hat made a disappointed sound, and she asked, “Think it’s worth anything?”

      Olette squished up her face, obviously pretending to give the matter more consideration than it needed, then shook her head.

      “Me neither. . . .” Sarah said and tossed it into the upside-down sky. There had been dozens of hotdogs she could have snatched. Maybe if she had a mount. “When do I get a mount?”

      “Next level!” Olette said. “It be passive skill. You choose mount based on class.”

      “What class gets a pig?”

      “Hmm, no class, I no think. But you can train animal or monster to replace mount. People train mounts en sell them.”

      “Really? Are there any dragon mounts? A dragon mount would be so cool!”

      “You sound like Niko. Cool this, cool that! It be cool if she no die like newbie booby.”

      “You’re here!” Nico yelled, breathing hard from running. “Ha! I told you I’d find them.”

      Sixy glared. “I no care! You kill me, snot sucker!”

      “Are you guys seeing this? I watched the whole thing collapse from above. So cool! What is going on?”

      “You no ignore me, piss pooper!”

      “I was in there,” Sarah said. “It’s a lot less cool when you’re running for your life.”

      “Oh, Sarah,” Niko said, “your arm.”

      Sixy humphed. “Douche donkey! Meat muncher! Butt booger!”

      Niko exhaled and turned to the irate fairy. “I- am- sorry. That’s the third time I’ve apologized. What’s it going to take for you to shut up?”

      Sixy flew up to her ear and said something.

      She recoiled. “No way, you little pervert.”

      “Ewww,” Olette said, clearly happy to jump on the bandwagon, “Sixy pervert!”

      “I curious,” he said in a mocking tone. “I no care what you say, wiener sniffer!” He then turned back to Niko. “Butt licker! Scum stain! Diaper—”

      “Fine!” she said. “You can have them, okay? But I don’t want to hear a single word about what you’re doing with them.”

      Sixy grinned.

      Sarah raised an eyebrow.

      And Niko whispered, looking out over the large open circle, blushing, “He wanted my . . . panties.”

      “Ha!” He held a tiny pair of purple panties with a tinier bow stitched into the waistband. He pulled on the sides, making the band taut, then loose, then taut again.

      “You already took them?” she asked, mouth open. “So- not- cool.”

      Sarah laughed. “You had panties?”

      “That’s your reaction to all of this? He stole my panties.”

      “I no steal,” he said. “They be gift!”

      “Whatever. Put them away,” Niko begged, turning a deeper shade of red, arms hugging her chest protectively.

      He . . . smelled them.

      “Don’t do that! Where’s my dagger?”

      “I no give you dagger. You hurt me.”

      Seeing Niko squirm uncomfortably ignited a spark of anger in Sarah’s chest. Her long crimson scythe shifted out of the air, gleaming in the now red sunlight. She held it a fraction of an inch from Sixy. “Give them back.”

      He gasped. “But I—”

      “Now,” she said, funneling that all-too-common sense of rage that enjoyed every millisecond of freedom it could claim.

      He flew back a few feet, nodding vigorously. He did something with his hand, and the purple panties turned into the tiniest of spheres and returned to Niko.

      “Apology Thirteen,” Sarah said, using Olette’s title, “tell Sixy here what I did to you when you misbehaved.”

      Olette scrunched her brow, then made an Oh with her mouth. “You no want to see my Chosen mad. She tore my wings off. And my leg!”

      Sixy gaped.

      “And before that?” Sarah asked.

      “She smash smash me with bone club!”

      “And what do the other fairies call me?”

      “The fker.”

      “Wh-what?”

      “Fker. FKer. Fairy Killer.”

      Sarah did her darnedest not to crack a smile at that. She was the fker, not to be messed with. “I’m only going to say this once,” she said to Sixy, and he nodded, wide-eyed. “You are to be on your very- best- behavior, or I’ll catch you and slowly twist your wings off before devouring your soul. Is that clear?”

      “Yes yes yes yes!” he shouted. “Very clear. Best behavior. I no keep panties. Nope! You take my collection.” He made grabbing motions like he was pulling items out of an invisible bag. A heaping pile of panties appeared and dropped to the stairs.

      Olette stared open-mouthed. “You’re the panty thief?” she yelled. “All these years, it was you? Bad bad, Sixy!”

      “Best behavior. You take panties. No hurt me. I do bestest job.”

      Sarah considered the pile. These were probably worth something. And it’d sure be nice to wear something other than her armor to bed. “Deposit them,” she said to Olette.

      Niko had an appreciable grin twisting the corner of her mouth. She pointed to the scythe. “I knew you somehow survived, but I—”

      A thunderous clap reverberated through the ground. All the rays of sunlight that painted the sky in blazing brushstrokes turned to swirling light and merged into a new canvas of starlight, not a cloud to be seen.

      Then . . . the crystal shattered.
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      Millions of crystal fragments, each the size of a two-story house, burst apart like fireworks, light shimmering through their many facets and hard edges. They rained down toward the gaping hole of the city.

      Sarah desperately wanted to be elsewhere, especially given the recent events of nearly falling to her death. To be crushed under a multi-ton crystal was definitely not on her bucket list.

      Of course . . . if it happened, she’d add it to her growing bucket list and cross it off. One of these days, she’d have the most insane list of achievements ever recorded in the history of death.

      She sprinted up the stairs, leading the others away from the colorful chaos. It wasn’t until they were halfway to the second ring—stopping to catch their breaths—that she noticed the music.

      The sky flashed. Crystals exploded into the shapes of diamonds and hearts, followed by a chorus of oohs and aahs.

      Musicians, setup on platforms, played their instruments with fervor, drums pounding, strings singing, and woodwind pipes trilling an exciting tune to the opening of some event.

      “Miss Sarah, that be you?” Buru asked, standing next to a grill and wearing a white apron. “And Miss Niko, too! Looks like you both crawled into a monster and died. Come! Come and share my spot here. Bring your pets.”

      “I no pet!” both Olette and Sixy said at the same time, which only made the armorer laugh.

      He waved a large hand, motioning to a blanket that had been laid out on the grass. “You be hungry, I am sure. What a great time to eat and be friends!”

      “You’re making food?” Niko said, perking up. “Why?”

      “Look around,” he said. The lawns and flowerbeds were covered in picnic blankets. Lights hung between trees, glowing yellow and red. And the smells of cooked meats and roasted vegetables filled the air, mixing with the buzz of chatter and laughter. “All have gathered to witness and celebrate Lucas’s attempt against the Mad Queen’s beast.”

      Buru had said that they threw a party for such events. It just didn’t quite register that this was what he meant: a thousand people gathered on blankets, laughing, dancing, and grilling food.

      “Sit, sit!” he said. “The challenger will make his appearance soon. Should have food done by then.”

      “What are you making?” Sarah asked.

      A man wearing a black cowboy hat jumped off a horse and landed next to Buru. The horse flaked away to fragments of color that quickly faded.

      “Buru’s specialty,” the man said, “the only thing this beautiful gentleman knows how to make: hamburgers.”

      “Durum Boar hamburgers,” Buru corrected, then the two of them shared a quick kiss. “And there be other things I know how to make.”

      “We don’t count the atrocities you try to kill me with.”

      “You didn’t throw up last time.”

      “I’ve developed an iron stomach,” the mystery man said, then spun around with a wide smile. He had olive-colored skin and a black mustache carefully twisted at the ends into handlebars. “I am Jim’Zachery the Third, JZ to my friends, which I would be delighted to count you among.”

      He took Sarah’s only hand and kissed it, never mind the fact that it was covered in dried ash water. He repeated the process with Niko, and they introduced themselves, requesting each others’ divinity and instantly becoming familiar.

      “Ah, yes!” he said to Sarah, “I recognize you from your picture.” He whispered, “Buru is known to exaggerate, but you most certainly do have the prettiest eyes.”

      “No exaggeration!” Buru said and huffed. “She be the first vampire of my meeting. And Niko nearly stole from three customers before I got her fitted with something she could fight in.”

      Sarah looked at Niko, and the girl blushed.

      JZ laughed. “We can’t blame her for trying. It’s literally her religion. In any case, have a seat. I always miss the beginning ceremony. My shop is on the opposite end of the city.”

      “What do you do?” Niko asked, seemingly happy to move the conversation away from past transgressions.

      “I am but a humble weaponsmith.”

      “Too humble!” Buru said. He started withdrawing plates and buns from his inventory. “Jim’Zachery be the finest weaponsmith in the realm. To be expected since I be the finest armorer. A match made in heaven.”

      JZ rolled his eyes, and they both said, at the same time, “Literally.” Then JZ added, “Knives are my real passion. The metal, the shape, the soul of each piece are vital to the finished weapon. There’s art and science to what I do, and always room to improve. That passion grew into all the many tools I’ve made to tear out corruption.”

      Buru summoned two chairs next to the picnic blanket and a coffee table. “Terribly sorry, I only be having the two chairs.”

      “Oh,” Sarah said, “the blanket is perfect. Thank you. I don’t think I’ve ever been to a picnic before.”

      “That be awful, Miss Sarah!” Buru said, handing over a plate with a delicious-smelling hamburger on it. There were baby pickles and what looked like slices of seasoned zucchini.

      “Don’t you worry,” JZ said, pointing to the vegetables, “I cooked the zucchini myself. Not an ounce of food poisoning.”

      Buru huffed. “Nothing be poisoned! Anyway, picnics be where friends come together.”

      She nodded, not wanting to confess to her rather lackluster list of friends. Books weren’t the best at making hamburgers or passing the lemonade. “You made this really fast.”

      “A necessity,” JZ said. “The opening ceremony only lasts for a few minutes. You can’t be cooking everything at the start, or you’ll miss the entire thing. We get our picnic food half cooked before and stored in the inventory, just in case.”

      Buru finished passing out food, then withdrew glasses of juice and put them on the coffee table before settling into a chair. The very second he did, the music cut off. “Perfect timing!”

      The crystal had vaporized into tiny pieces of glitter, hanging in the air across the giant hole in the city. A massive purple semi-transparent number 20 appeared out over the emptiness.

      It counted down.

      “You want to bet?” Olette asked.

      “Bet on what?” Sarah asked.

      JZ leaned forward, his phone revealing a new app called The Queen’s Wager. “Real quick now. There are two bets you can make: how long it takes for the challenger—”

      “Lucas,” Buru said.

      “—for Lucas to get to the bottom and how long he’ll last against Teddy. You have nine seconds. I’m bettering 100 ID for eight minutes and 100 ID for thirty seconds.”

      “Nothing about escaping?” Sarah asked.

      JZ laughed at that. “Technically, yes. But no one gets through Teddy.”

      Niko told Sixy to wager 30 ID for the same times. Sarah declined, not on any principle against gambling but simply because every ID was too valuable to lose. She wasn’t here to have fun. She was here for the sole purpose of escaping so she could win the contest and live.

      The countdown timer dropped to 0, and a giant man landed on the number, crouched, and slapped a hand against the projected ground. The slap of skin against rock echoed throughout the city.

      Everyone cheered!

      Some people chanted, “Lucas, Lucas, Lucas!”

      He stood upright, a good three hundred feet tall. Every part of him appeared as if through purple glass. Smoke unfurled across the ground, solidifying into jagged rocks that extended up the walls around him.

      “Fioufsf cshaolj oughn,” he said, sounding as if he were talking underwater.

      “What was that?” Sarah asked.

      JZ tried to explain, but he had just taken a large bite of his hamburger. Buru jumped in instead. “Once the challenger starts, he can no longer talk to us. There be untold secrets. Secrets we cannot know until we challenge the beast.”

      Lucas slowly shrank. A path started to form, and the more it did—revealing obstacles: pits and spikes and platforms to jump to—the more he shrunk, moving upward toward the top of a giant cylinder, cliffs on the inner side. The bottom, so far below, had a single bright rectangular doorway across a stone floor where he’d likely fight Teddy, who wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      A clock started to tick up from one.

      The man took a few seconds, the sound of his breaths projected, loud and clear like a windstorm working itself up to the challenge of blowing all the houses down.

      Someone yelled, “Go, ya idiot!”

      Lucas popped his neck, rubbed his hands together, sucked in two more breaths, then sprinted forward, jumping over a low stone wall.

      He wasn’t fast and agile, nothing like Niko. Part of that was likely from being weighed down by his impressive armor and array of weapons. But it was also his build: large and strong, not small and fast.

      “Popcorn!” yelled a man walking up the stairs. He wore a red and white striped top hat and a  fluorescent pink ring around his neck. “Get your popcorn. Salt and butter, caramel, coconut. We’ve got it all! Just twenty ID per bag.”

      The owner of the Wiener Express yelled, “Hotdog! Get your hotdog!” Followed by someone else selling light crystals, “Don’t trip in the dark. Pre-charged and will last a hundred hours, guarantee!” Followed by someone selling phone books, someone selling health insurance, and lastly, a priest of Light asking for donations.

      Sarah ate her wonderful Duram Boar hamburger, which was most certainly not beef. The meat had a sweet, nutty flavor, or maybe that was part of the condiments she couldn’t quite identify.

      “He’s making good time,” JZ said between bites. “Remember Darell?”

      “Indubitably,” Buru said. “That be the saddest of challengers to watch.”

      JZ regarded Sarah and Niko. “He didn’t move from the top. Change of heart or something. He just paced the top there for a solid hour. Now, if you don’t move, the platforms slide into the walls, and you’ll fall.”

      “So what happened to him?” Sarah asked.

      “Teddy had to go get him, which Teddy did not like one bit. Instead of settling the matter quickly, the beast played with its food. No one challenged Teddy after that for four months!”

      “No parties,” Buru said, shaking his head.

      Lucas ran toward a large missing section in the path, jumped forward, landed on both feet near the edge, then sprang about thirty feet across.

      It seemed like all classes had some form of movement ability or an item with the effect. That thought served as a reminder that she hadn’t distributed loot yet.

      Sarah said to Olette—who held one of the zucchini rings and was very invested in Lucas’s obstacle course—“Hey, withdraw that ring and give Niko her portion of the ID we earned.”

      “Now?” she asked, mouth full.

      “It’ll take you two seconds.”

      “Fine fine.” Olette waved her hand in the air. The outline of the ring appeared, and Sarah took it. The band filled in with glossy black and green crystal.

      Niko looked over, interest piqued. “I got loot?”

      “You no deserve loot,” Olette said, shaking her head. “My Chosen do all the work!”

      “No no no,” Sixy said, acting as an employee of the month, “my Chosen save red eyes at start.”

      “We’re a team,” Sarah said, pulling from her experience managing all the very stubborn and stuck-in-their-ways programmers; just use spaces instead of tabs! “I could have, just as easily, died in that fight. No matter the outcome, we split the loot. That was our arrangement.”

      Niko accepted the ring and slid it onto her finger. “It’s pretty. What does it do?”

      Sixy put his thinking cap on, then his eyes bulged out. “It be legendary!” He summoned the stats for Niko, showing the +3 to Dexterity and the level 3 Flash Step. “En en en 121 ID!”

      “Wow!” Niko said. She put her plate on the coffee table and stood. She held her hand out, fingers spread as if having just accepted a marriage proposal.

      JZ unhelpfully asked, “Promise ring?”

      To which a grinning Niko looked at Sarah and raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s just a ring,” she said. “It’s your ring. Unless you don’t want it, of course. I’d be happy to take it back.”

      “I want it!” Niko said. “It’s so cool. It’s like the most perfect gift I’ve ever received.”

      “It’s not a gift. It’s, literally, your loot.”

      “That’s what I meant. The most perfect loot. I want to try Flash Step.”

      “Were you aware,” Buru said, “that light warriors have the Flash Step skill? It be quite useful, indubitably! But for a thief?” He paused and scratched his chin. “It might be too flashy, I would think.”

      “I can still use it to escape.”

      “Yes yes, yes you can.” He pointed to a tree about thirty feet away. “Why not try running to that tree there?”

      Niko nodded.

      Some of the other picnic goers were watching her while they waited for Lucas to get to the big and scary Teddy. Someone asked what form the beast would take this time.

      She got into a runner’s stance, grinding the balls of her feet into the grass. She waved to Sixy and—with a very determined and confident look on her face—said, “Time me, okay?”

      She blurred into a white streak that ended as quickly as it had started. The tree shook. Branches swayed. And leaves tossed and turned their way down to the ground where she lay on her back, a red -4 floating toward the stars.

      “Ah, stopping,” Buru said, “be a good skill, too.”

      Niko moaned from where she lay.

      Sixy flew up. “You- okay. You- strong. Hit bad tree again! Get up, get up. You show it who boss!”

      “I don’t want to show it,” she said. “That was not cool. Three seconds of a busted nose was three seconds too long.”

      People snickered, then the whole city gasped. Lucas missed his jump and was now holding onto the side of a ledge.

      Fire, the size and shape of basketballs—and the sort of fire that had angry black eyes—bounced out of holes in the wall. One shot at his back and was promptly cut in half.

      He pulled himself up and rolled, narrowly dodging a second fireball that he then batted off the cliff. Its purple glow in the holographic video quickly went out, as did the other fireballs.

      Niko collapsed back onto the blanket. “That wasn’t the best thing since sliced bread.”

      Sarah said, “If you don’t want—”

      “I want it! It’s as Buru said, you have to stop. And since the movement happens so fast, stopping is probably the hardest part. But I’m going to master this. Just you wait!”

      Sixy nodded. “My Chosen be bestest. Yes yes. I help her learn to stop head smashing trees!”

      “I don’t know if I like this new Sixy more or less.”

      “I can call you names if want?”

      “No thanks. . .?”

      JZ deposited his plate into his inventory, then dismissed his phone. He leaned forward, inspecting Sixy. “These . . . fairies are quite unusual. Where are they from?”

      “I no unusual!” Sixy said.

      “We from Fairy Kingdom,” Olette said. “Fairies be gift to wife of Gameus.”

      “Really?” Sarah asked. “I didn’t know that.”

      “Yes. . . .” Olette said slowly. “But wife—mother of fairies—leave long ago, never return. Now we do what Gameus say.”

      “Fascinating,” JZ said, “just fascinating. It is a true honor to meet souls from another heaven. I imagine you’ll return to your realm after this . . . this contest?”

      She nodded. It was either a return to the Fairy Kingdom or to be freed and made human.

      “Then you must come to my shop!”

      “Jim,” Buru said, a concerned look on his face that communicated something else, something unknown.

      JZ shrugged the concern away and smiled. “Yes, I know, this isn’t the time to talk business. We are celebrating the great fight for freedom, something we all are pursuing in our own ways.”

      Lucas approached the main floor. People cheered, yelling their encouragement, knowing it was pointless. The musicians played their music, working toward a crescendo.

      “Dear friends,” Buru said, “this be the end for poor Lucas. The armor be crafted by me. May it help him set a new record.”

      “What’s the record?” Sarah asked.

      “Not counting Darell—he never stepped onto the arena’s floor—the record be fifty-two seconds.”

      It made absolutely no sense why anyone would challenge the beast. They were throwing their life away when they could just go through the challenge rooms and escape that way.

      JZ rubbed his hands together. “What form will Teddy take this time?”

      “Form?” Sarah asked.

      “Yes, Teddy takes a different form every time we see the beast. It keeps us guessing. Makes it hard to devise a strategy. In the first known battle against the beast, it appeared as a giant bear, which is why it is now known as Teddy.”

      The music stopped.

      Lucas stepped out onto the arena floor. He drew a long sword. The metal was dark gray, tinted purple by the cloud of dust.

      “Cumghr aughfgsa ydfg bheishd!” he yelled, looking for Teddy. He moved slowly across the floor toward the vibrant light of a rectangular door: the exit.

      A low growl reverberated the stone. It came from everywhere, sounding as if the monster was creeping up from behind.

      Sarah couldn’t ignore the powerful instincts that something was there, watching her, waiting for its most perfect time to strike.

      She looked behind, where a small cropping of trees swayed in the night’s breeze. Two purple dots glowed from the darkness.

      JZ laughed at her reaction. “Heaven’s got the best surround sound system, not a doubt in my bones.”

      She smiled, pretending that was the reason she had turned. The purple eyes were gone, but the feeling lingered, worming its way into her soul. She wanted to get up and leave.

      Lucas had made it to the center of the arena, his guard raised, his breath ragged, sweat trickling down the sides of his face.

      He was, without a doubt, the most courageous—albeit stupid stupid—person to have challenged Teddy in the first place. But now, he grew more unsure of himself. Every shadow must look like the enemy, which meant he couldn’t focus on any of them, for if he did and it was the wrong one, he’d be taken from a different side.

      At the same time, the door was only halfway across from him, a distance he had slowly traveled in the last thirty-three seconds.

      Everyone watched in silence. The only sound came from Lucas’s breathing and a quick beat, beat, beat of his heart.

      He swiped sweat from his eyes, then spun toward nothing. He had to know that death was near. Maybe he could feel his time slowly ticking away the closer he got to setting a record. And maybe that was why he decided to charge the door.

      The ground rumbled, and jagged boulders fell from above. A brilliant purple light shot out from him, deflecting the impacts.

      A cloud of purple-tinted dust rose into the air. Two glowing eyes—the beast’s form obscured by the dust—shone just behind the man.

      People yelled . . .

      “It’s behind you!”

      “Turn around, ya idiot.”

      “Run for the door!”

      But, of course, he couldn’t hear any of this.

      A hand as large as the man was tall grabbed him, smashing his sword against his chest and producing negative numbers in purplish white.

      He shouted muffled words and writhed.

      Teddy—a giant white gorilla with long dreads—pinched Lucas’s head with its other hand and . . . pulled.

      Sarah’s heart thrummed. Her overly active imagination placed her in the giant beast’s hand, monstrous fingers squeezing her head, the beast’s glowing eyes glaring, sharp canines a mere foot away, and the excited panting of a no-doubt foul breath.

      Lucas screamed and screamed, shaking her out of her little nightmare. Damage numbers changed to a darker color, which made him scream even louder, a piercing cry that shook the trees and made people cover their ears until, abruptly, the sound cut off.

      Black oozed from Lucas’s broken and torn neck. Teddy tossed the head into its mouth and chucked the headless corpse to the ground, where it burst into ash. The beast pounded its chest and roared in triumph.

      Everyone . . . cheered? They stood and yelled and clapped and whistled, including Buru and JZ.

      When Sarah didn’t join in, JZ said, “You think us callous, but it is not the death we applaud. It is the bravery of the man. May we be so brave to face our end when the time calls.”

      This, she could understand. The man had entered that vile black pool with the intent to defy his fate but also with the acceptance of the most likely outcome. Even so, he did not waver.

      She joined the applause, not for Lucas himself but for what he represented: the willingness to fight against the impossible.

      The sparkling purple dust pulled toward the center of the city. Sharp outlines of the once-massive crystal reformed, slowly filling with mass.

      The black walls lifted from below, and chunks of stone materialized and snapped back into place.

      Niko jumped to her feet, a determined look on her face. “If he can do that, I can Flash Step!” she said with a grin, holding up her hand to show off the ring.

      “Indubitably!” Buru said.

      She nodded with renewed confidence, turned toward the tree, then blurred within a blinding flash. The tree shook, and she was on her back, hand pressed to her nose, a -4 in red floating overhead.

      “Miss Niko,” Buru said, “maybe having repaired armor would help?”

      Come. . . .

      Sarah whipped around. Those two glowing purple eyes were back. The crow was watching from a branch. It flapped its wings and jumped to another branch further in, repeating that familiar beckoning sensation.

      JZ ran over to help Niko, laughing and saying something. Buru cleaned up the dishes and started depositing the chairs. The musicians played festive music. People hooked their arms and spun around each other in some sort of group dance.

      Despite the cheerful display, despite wanting—for the first time since . . . ever—to join in and just let all the worries of life and death slip away into the music, her curiosity wouldn’t allow it.

      She’d just take a look, a tiny gander. She walked into the trees toward those unblinking purple eyes, stepping into the shadows, into total darkness.
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      A glacial cold spiderwebbed through Sarah, infusing with her skin and sinking through muscle and bone. Sound, sound, deep reverberating sound ground and crushed like the world was being torn in half by cosmic giants.

      She wanted to curl into a ball and press her palms to her ears, but in those few seconds that stretched for an eternity, she had no form, no protection against the assailing sensations.

      It abruptly stopped, replaced by complete silence. The merrymaking sounds of dancing people ceased, leaving her in an empty place, the floor flowing like black clouds, lacking texture.

      “Sangviteus?” she asked. This was exactly what his realm had felt like: undefined, dark. But there was no giant ribcage, no pool of blood, no hundreds of red eyes watching her.

      There was also no Olette.

      Welcome. . . .

      The sensation, not words, swirled into her chest, communicating intent. She was welcome here, wherever here was.

      She turned and stopped at the single thing present: a crow. The black bird—made of shifting smoke—watched from its perch, a dead branch sticking out from a tree stump.

      “Hello?” she asked, not sure what to expect. Maybe more psychic feelings? “Ribbit?” her hat added.

      The crow cocked its head appraisingly.

      A thought struck, a horrifying thought. What if this crow was the queen? Harriet had called them watchers, but Harriet wasn’t here in what looked like a divinity’s realm.

      Sarah immediately bowed, which, in the presence of royalty, didn’t feel adequate. She lowered herself to her knees and only available hand, pressing her forehead to the impossibly smooth floor. “I-I’m . . . at your service, Your Highness.”

      Amusement filtered through that odd psychic connection. Well, amusement was a whole hell of a lot better than anger.

      “Child,” the queen said, her voice markedly female, but there was a second voice, a deeper voice, an echo behind the word that resonated in Sarah’s chest, “do not think me a crow.”

      She looked up. Smoke condensed into a flowing form, a humanoid without arms. A porcelain mask hid the queen’s face, purple eyes glowing from the holes. Her black hair extended the full length of her incorporeal body, hovering out and moving as if on its own accord. She had two pairs of hands as white as her mask, each clasped together, floating in front of her.

      The crow cawed and flew away.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid! “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “Offend? Child, you have not offended me. Mistakes, misunderstandings are not offenses. Calm your heart, child. I summoned you to help, not harm.”

      “Help? Why do you want to help?”

      “Gameus thinks he can use my heaven to his benefit. But it is I, the thief, not him. I will not stand to be used,” the queen said, that deeper echo of a voice ending in a near growl.

      Sarah swallowed. Every able hair stood on end, prickling across her skin. Mommy and Daddy were having a fight, and she really didn’t want to be in the middle of it.

      She suggested—or rather, dumped all of her hope into words—“You could just us go?”

      “Let you go?” the queen asked, humor in her voice. She glided up to Sarah and motioned for her to stand, then took her hand with cold, smooth fingers.

      The touch of royalty made her skin tingle. Tiny crystalline fragments seemed to spread like nanoscopic waves, catching an unseen light and sparkling. Gameus’s curse, the triangular blue symbol, glowed there on the back of her hand.

      “You would have me,” the queen said, “pay the price for your escape?”

      “There’s a price?”

      “There’s always a price, child. If you so wish to leave”—she slowly drew a line of black through the symbol, making the fragments of color split apart, revealing a vibrant pink beneath—“you could break this feeble curse and return to the Cycle.”

      Sarah jerked away and covered the symbol with her other hand. “I’m not giving up,” she said far louder than she intended. Her voice echoed back from the darkness that now had many more trees, all withered and gray and dead.

      More amusement filtered its way through their connection. “Good, then that scythe wasn’t a waste.”

      “My scythe?”

      “Did you think an entity of corruption that low in level would drop such a treasure?”

      She wanted to say, Yes. The scythe, after all, did drop from such a low leveled boss. She had fought with every ounce of her strength. But the implication suggested otherwise. “Why are you helping me?”

      “I cannot, ‘Let you go.’ Heavens have rules, systems, balance. Take this Heofon Rot,” the queen said and motioned to the tree stump her crow had used as a perch. A red vine materialized from smoke, wrapping the stump. “Can you remove it?”

      Sarah considered it for a second. The glow of hot embers shifted down her arm, visible through her long-sleeved shirt, and formed into her crimson dagger.

      She knelt and slid the blade between the tree bark and the assaulting rot. Her blade sliced through it as if the rot wasn’t there at all, affecting it in no discernible way.

      “Only souls can touch it,” the queen said.

      “You want me to grab it?” Sarah asked but got no reply. The queen merely drifted away a few feet, her purple eyes watching, waiting.

      There was not a single part of the vine without thorns, both tiny and long. They looked like glass razors, tainted with black and red.

      This is another test. . . .

      Sarah dismissed her dagger and tentatively touched the vine. A burning fire ignited at the tip of her finger. A -1 in red lifted into the air and floated away.

      To a vampire, she learned that pain wasn’t something to be concerned about. She empowered her touch and dialed down the sense of pain, then grabbed the vine, letting the sharp edges slice into her skin to reveal the black of her soul, or lack thereof.

      She tore the vine free, and it burst into red flakes that faded. The gray tree stump took on a healthy brown. The wood groaned and grew. Thick boughs split off the main stem, then dozens of smaller branches formed before luminescent golden leaves sprouted, filling the forest with light.

      A sense of respect filtered into her.

      “Per our laws,” the Mad Queen said, “your help must be compensated.” She held out a hand to reveal a ring that was half gold and half onyx.

      Sarah accepted the gift, curiosity swelling in her chest. The golden side of the ring had a sun on it, fire blazing across the curves in the metal. The onyx side had a moon, coaxing ocean waves.

      “This is balance,” the queen said. “Give and take. You helped me, offsetting the balance, which must be repaid. I give you a daylight ring so you can remove that ridiculous hat.”

      “Ribbit. . . .” said the hat in a sad tone.

      Sarah took it off, doing her best to ignore the pang of guilt for wanting to remove it. It was cute and fun! But it attracted too much attention and judgmental glances. She’d find it a good home, maybe for the next vampire in training.

      She also removed ¤ Tutelatosi Ring, which negated fall damage. Both the ring and hat, without her trusty fairy, turned into spheres that jumped into her chest. With her second ring finger available, she equipped the mysterious piece of jewelry that would allow her to experience the warmth of a sun not trying to kill her.

      “To free you from my realm,” the queen said, “would indebt you to me, a debt that could not be repaid. The balance would break. But I can give you that which you should have received.”

      Smoke condensed into the form of a thick stack of black paper, the top most page revealing words written in silver ink.

      A book?

      Sarah smiled. A book was always a most welcome gift, even one unbound by a cover. Maybe it was a manuscript? But a manuscript that everyone was supposed to get?

      She accepted the stack of pages and read the title out loud, “New Cierr Terms of Service. . .?” That spark of excitement died.

      “Yes,” the queen said, voice softer, now standing twenty feet away. The trees seemed to be moving. “No one reads the Terms of Service. If they did, they might find something to . . . help them?”

      The trees weren’t moving; Sarah was. Something pulled on her. It continued to pull until the queen and her trees were gone. When it all stopped, she stood beneath a giant curving ribcage.

      “Eek! Hellooo to me favorete follower!” Sangviteus said, flapping his wings wildly to hover in the air, then gave up and landed on her shoulder.

      Sarah laughed, holding her stack of pages, the potential answer to her freedom. “You have more followers now?”

      “No. . . . But you ees best. Me first vampyre. Look so sexy now! I make you me Chosen! Do it right now before I forget. You no wear armor?”

      “That was a bikini!”

      “Yis! Sexy armor. You want to be sexy, I help. But but, dammete! I am so sorree.”

      “It’s fine. I sold it.”

      “No no, I— What! You sold sexy armor? Eek! That ees so sad. I no see you een eet. But but, I sorree for other thene, for beeg meestake. You see, you ees . . . ehhh. . . . How do I say dis? You ees alpha.”

      She scrunched her brows together. “I’m the alpha vampire? I mean, I’m the only vampire, so that kind of goes without saying, right?”

      “No no, alpha version. You full of bugs, gleetches. Vampiric Bliss too strong! And inner demon made from essence of honey badger. Honey badger don’t give a shete. Honey badger mean.”

      “The rage? The sense of being invulnerable?”

      “Yis yis!”

      Sarah let out a sigh and smiled. All of the crazy emotions and constant hair-trigger rage was all a mistake. Mistakes could be fixed. “Good.”

      “Good?”

      “What are you going to change it to? Do I even need an inner demon?”

      “I . . . well . . . eek! Change for future vampyre.”

      “You can’t fix me?”

      “Not can’t, but there ees a cost.”

      “I can pay the cost, eventually. I’m just glad I don’t have to live like this forever, provided I win the contest, that is.”

      “Cost be . . . full reset.”

      “Like back to level one?”

      Sangviteus nodded his fuzzy little head. “I be so sorree! I new divinity and make dis bad meestake. I remove inner demon for future vampyre. Make Vampyric Bliss less potent!”

      Sarah let out a breath. There was absolutely no way she could reset her level now. She needed every bit of progress she managed to earn in order to win the contest.

      “It’s . . . okay,” she said. It wasn’t like she hadn’t learned to cope, kind of. The worst of it was losing her mind when she had no essence, which simply meant she’d always need to keep herself topped off.

      “Really?” he asked. “Of course, really! You be me badass mother fucker like honey badger. And I ees so glad to see you again. I get lonely.”

      “What about all of them?” Sarah asked, pointing to all the red eyes of hanging bats.

      “Ha! Eek! They copy of me. Not as fearsome, though.” He puffed up his chest and stood as tall as he could.

      “Quite fearsome,” she said, then rubbed his head with her finger.

      “They ees blow up bats. Want one? You can sit on eet, and eet make fart noise. Ha! Eek!”

      “I think I’ll pass. And wouldn’t that offset the balance?”

      “Oh, yis, yis eet will. I am so dumb. Yis, dumb.” He crawled forward and pointed at the stack of pages in her hands. “What ees that you hold?”

      “The Mad Queen gave it to me just now. She said I was supposed to get her terms of service.”

      “I see, I see. Yis, normally, you get knowledge of world and class, but we leemited. You don’t get soul device. We don’t give information. I am so sorree!”

      “It’s not your fault. What matters is, I have it now. She hinted that there’s another way out, and whatever it is, the information is somewhere in here.” She flipped through a hundred or so pages full of small print and a lot of bullet points.

      “Interestene. And that ees good! You need to win contest and stay. You ees best follower.”

      “I don’t suppose you know where I should start reading, do you?”

      He shook his head. “Maybe get help from friends? Each read a part, yis?”

      “That’s a fantabulous idea.”

      “I be best divinity! But now our time come to end.” He jumped off her shoulder and glided to a platform that materialized in the air. “Remember,” he said, voice more soft and distant, “progress lots before you escape. Bee strong for last challenge.”

      She was sliding back into the darkness, holding her stack of pages firmly in her hands, not wanting to lose the only clue she had to obtain victory.

      His voice, projected psychically, said, “En pack a lunch. Food ees veree important. And potions!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah woke within the cemetery, the blue granite walls reflecting white crystal light, the windows dark. Three things of note made her very happy: she was still holding the Mad Queen’s Terms of Service; she had two fully formed, lovely arms; and, perhaps best of all, she had clothes!

      Reditus Alious stood by her Return stone, a blanket draped over one arm, a towel perfectly positioned on his shoulder, and his face contorted in disgust.

      “Don’t you get breaks?” she asked.

      “Have you not heard of a bath? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I refuse to let you cry on me.” He tore his tear towel from his shoulder and marched away.

      “Weirdo. . . .”

      “You’ve got no idea,” Reditus Prisha said, walking up from behind. “They’re doing something real strange, they are. Purifying souls to remove the taint. But I wonder if it removes more than just taint. It’s whatevs. Every group has their nut job.”

      “The priests?” Sarah asked.

      “Mm-hmm. Oh! Goodness gracious, you’ve got clothes this time! But . . . girl, you look like you went and died inside a volcano, you do.”

      “I didn’t die.”

      “Right. That’s funny. But I know you didn’t get all the information on how this place works. You can’t exactly Return without dying, I say.”

      “What if the Mad Queen summons you to her realm for a little chat? Does that count?”

      “Oh my, truly?”

      “And she gave us homework,” Sarah said, waving her unbound black pages before she shoved herself off the platform.

      “I haven’t done homework since I died. Did I tell you I died in a library?”

      “You too?”

      “Girl, darling, you ain’t messing with me, are you? No? Ha! I just knew we would be kindred spirits. What are the chances that we both died in libraries, hmm?”

      “Honestly? We’re probably the only ones who have died in libraries.”

      “I died in college. Every day, when I wasn’t in class, I was at the library. They gave me a dedicated room. Even put my name on the door, you believe that? I fell asleep one night, and there was a gas leak. Probably the best way to die, I imagine, going out in your sleep, yeah?”

      “Better than getting shot.”

      “In the library!”

      “Are there libraries in heaven?”

      “You bet your sexy ass there are. Ceretree City has the largest library that I know of. It’s on the top floor of the palace next to this giant tree with inbuilt rooms and tables.”

      “That’s the first place I’m going after I win.”

      “We’ll go together, after getting pastries!”

      Sarah smiled wishfully. Someday—someday soon—she would be free to do whatever she wanted without the constant threat of death hanging overhead. But if she was going to escape this realm and win the next challenge, she had work to do.

      “There you be!” Olette yelled, leading Niko and Sixy into the cemetery proper. “I dance one moment, you gone next! What you do, choke on fork?”

      “I didn’t die,” Sarah said, now for the second time.

      “Sure you didn’t,” Niko said, jumping up on the Return stone to sit. She landed on a very surprised woman’s chest.

      The woman exhaled a breath, shock forcing her eyes wide open. She twisted away and disappeared over the edge.

      Reditus Alious, seemingly appearing out of thin air, was there to help the woman, a woman that looked vaguely familiar. Oh shit, it was the same woman Sarah had belched on. What were the chances?

      The woman stood and glared at the lot of them, then followed Reditus Alious away, apparently to let out her feminine tears.

      “Ehhh, whoopsie,” Niko said. “She knows I didn’t do that on purpose, right?”

      “She’ll be fine and dandy,” Reditus Prisha said, “don’t you worry one bit, okay? And maybe we should head to my room, so we’re not interfering with the other Reditai?”

      “You have a room?” Sarah asked.

      “Darling, I like you, but you’re special ed somedays. I know this’ll be a whopping surprise to you, but your girl needs her beauty sleep, just like you, I imagine. And a bath.”

      “What’s a . . . bath?”

      “Oh, you stop it. I’d let you use our baths, but they are off-limits unless you live here, and you can only live here if you work here.”

      “If it got me out of this contest, I’d say, ‘Sign me up!’ But I imagine that’s not possible.”

      Reditus Prisha shook her head, frowning.

      “That’s okay,” Sarah said, waving the black pages in the air, “because I have the answer to all of our problems right here.”
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        * * *

      

      Reditus Prisha’s room was large enough to have a single bed, a chair, and a small desk. There were no windows, no pictures, and no house plant to wither in a corner the sun couldn’t reach.

      A white crystal in the ceiling filled the space with enough light to read comfortably. This all meant that, to Sarah, it was the most perfect of perfect places to be.

      One of these days, she would have her very own room or house! She had never even dreamed of owning a house, but if she had all of eternity to save up money, she could certainly afford one, one with a tiny backyard garden and hammock. If it could be near the ocean, all the better.

      Olindale had an ocean, right?

      But should none of those things come true, a simple tiny room like this would do nicely. She wasn’t a needy person. A good book and a place to read were the only requirements.

      Maybe she could get a job at a library and live there full time! Or her bookstore; she hadn’t forgotten about that lovely idea.

      After settling in the room—the two dirty adventurers relegated to the floor—and before she had distributed the Queen’s Terms of Service pages, Olette excitedly identified the new daylight ring.

      
        
        ¤ Solis Eq’Sule

        × Epic Ring · Lvl. 8

        » Durability: 152/152

        ·

        « Effects

        » +2 to Dexterity

        ·

        « Skills

        » Daylight Protection [Lvl. 2]

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Daylight Protection [Enchantment · Lvl. 2]

        » Requirement: Class Vampire

        ·

        » Negate negative sunlight effects by burning 1 durability per 60 seconds [30 × Enchantment Level]. This removes the uncomfortable and potentially dangerous aspects of direct sunlight.

      

      

      Not much later, Niko sighed and turned over the page she was reading. “I hate this. Reading sucks. Give me a canvas and a model, but make me read? Ugh!”

      “It’s not that bad,” Sarah said.

      “I’m going to die of boredom!”

      “It has only been ten minutes.”

      “And I stink like pond scum. Can’t we do this tomorrow? I know where to find a hot bath with my name on it.”

      “This is interesting,” Reditus Prisha said, “this heaven runs approximately six times faster than shit, umm, that is, SHT: Standard Heaven Time.”

      “You know what’s more interesting?” Niko asked, then answered before anyone else could say anything, “My dick.”

      “You have dick?” Sixy yelled.

      “Nooo, I’m joking. Do fairies even have—”

      “I have dick!”

      “Okay. I didn’t know. Not sure I wanted to know? That’s, ehhh, cool. So proud of you, bud.”

      Sixy grinned, apparently happy for any recognition.

      Niko pointed to the page she was reading. “But do you know what is kind of, somewhat, actually interesting? Those guards that patrol the Pool of Corruption are undead.”

      “Truly?” Reditus Prisha asked.

      “Says so right here. ‘The Pool of Corruption is off-limits and should not be used as a swimming pool. The guards (Undead, Lvl. 10) patrol the area but cannot, themselves, swim. You have been warned.’ ”

      Sarah shook her head. “We’re not looking for trivia, guys. There’s a way to escape this realm. A cheat. If anyone would find that particularly exciting, I would think it would be the thief among us.”

      “I like stealing stuff, not breaking out of jail.”

      “It’s not a realm,” Reditus Prisha said. “This is a heaven. We ain’t in Kansas anymore”—she grinned—“which is something I never realized. That means the Mad Queen isn’t a queen. She’s a god like Gameus.”

      “Why would Gameus send us here?” Niko asked and flipped her page.

      “To train,” Sarah said. “If time dilation is six to one, that allows us a lot of time to train. Oh! What if there’s a time limit on returning souls?”

      Reditus Prisha laughed. “You’re brilliant, you are! I bet he only has a few days before he can’t returns souls. Using the Mad Queen’s heaven allows you all to train so that the last competition is more interesting.”

      Niko leaned back against the wall. “Seems risky to me.”

      “Not really,” Sarah said. “We have time-limited curses.” She flashed the back of her hand to reveal the glowing blue symbol. “Anyone who doesn’t escape—or anyone who breaks their curse—will be returned to the Cycle.”

      “What do you mean, ‘breaks their curse?’ ”

      Reditus Prisha frowned. “Who told you that?”

      “The Queen,” Sarah said.

      “Girl, don’t you dare break your curse.”

      “Wait, back up,” Niko said, sitting upright, “we can break our curse?”

      “You no break curse!” Sixy said. “Break curse, lose. You lose, I lose!”

      “I don’t want to break it. But what if I broke it by accident? That’d be so not cool.”

      “It takes intent, it does,” Reditus Prisha said. Everyone looked at her, and she sighed. “You gotta draw a mana line through it, which isn’t something you’re going to do by accident.

      “And if it has a destruction event function—yeah, I know, you guys have no idea what I’m talking about, I do. But if it does have that event, which your curses most certainly do, breaking the curse will trigger its effect, so don’t do it.”

      “I’m here to win,” Sarah said.

      “Good. Because we have a library-pastry date after this whole thing is over.”

      “Can I come?” Niko asked.

      “You don’t like reading,” Reditus Prisha said.

      “I like pastries. . . .”

      “You can come,” Sarah said, and Niko grinned. “Anyway, it actually sounded like the Mad Queen wanted us to escape as early as possible. I wonder if us being here throws off the balance somehow.”

      “The balance?” Reditus Prisha asked.

      “She said everything had a balance and a system. She can’t simply open a door and kick us out; that would throw off the balance. We have to escape on our own.

      “But then she gave me these pages. The answer is here somewhere. Somewhere. . . . Holy shit.”

      “What?” everyone asked.

      “I found it. There’s a different way to trigger the challenge room that costs ID. Who has Section 24, subsection 2?”

      “Got it right here, girl,” Reditus Prisha said, pulling a page out of her stack.

      “Are there any numbers?”

      “Hmm . . . 5,348 is listed as the number of flowers planted in the Queen’s Garden. Oddly specific. But why does that matter?”

      “What’s that divided by four?”

      “Why four?”

      “Olette, what does—”

      “Olette?” Niko asked.

      “—your snail say? Olette is Apology Thirteen.”

      Olette landed on the table, arms crossed. “The answer to complex number quiz that dumb dumbs don’t know is 1,337!”

      Niko groaned. “Leetspeak, are you serious?”

      “Again,” Reditus Prisha said, “why four?”

      Sarah pointed to the section she had read.

      

      13.) 3.) 7.) Four black mountains, a golden sun. Fight all monsters until you’re done. Touch four stones as if they are one. Pay the price and prepare to run. 6.6.6.

      

      “I don’t get it,” Niko said.

      “Four black mountains,” Sarah said. “That makes me think of the four curving walls around the challenge room entrances. And the archways are gold. Touch the archway, then kill monsters until you’re done. This is saying, ‘Touch four stones as if they are one.’ ”

      “Oh my, four parties?” Reditus Prisha asked and laughed. “If you have twelve people fighting in the challenge room, that will place the odds firmly in your favor, I say. But what’s the ominous number at the end?”

      “Who has section six?” Sarah asked.

      “I do,” Niko said, handing the page over.

      “It’s . . . a warning against exploits. ‘Anyone who dies during an exploit will not Return.’ ”

      “Pfft! That no matter!” Olette said. “You have curse from Gameus. Curse force fast Return. Dumb dumb Queen no stop curse.”

      Niko frowned. “But that’s a lot of money.”

      “It’s divided by four,” Sarah said. “That means we each need . . . Olette, how much?”

      “About 446!”

      “I don’t have that much,” Niko said, voice distraught. “I’m so dumb! I shouldn’t have gambled.”

      “Yes, yes!” Olette said. “You dummy head.”

      “I wasn’t looking for confirmation. And— Why are you smiling?” she asked Sarah. “This is a big deal!”

      “Because I have a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Two things stood in the way of their great and marvelous escape: money and the willingness of ten other people, people who had enough to pay the fare, and people not concerned about losing their souls should their oversized party fail.

      The market street bustled with hundreds of people dressed up like it was date night, arm in arm, laughing, and eating one of the many available dishes from food booths.

      Apparently, the party in the garden was only the start of such celebrations. Tonight was an extended night, one that started early due to Lucas’s challenge, and one that would naturally be longer to make up for the short day.

      Colorfully decorated booths lined the street on this side of the city. They each had different colored crystals or torches or paper lanterns to pull the crowd’s interest.

      One booth had people throwing darts at origami animals that ran along shelves, bright numbers painted on their sides to indicate how many points would be scored if you managed to pin one.

      Another booth had moving targets attached to bottles. The contestants aimed water mages to spray at the targets in a race to see who could fill their bottle first.

      A man shouted from a small stage, waving his hands around in performance. Fire jumped between three upside-down top hats, each flaming ball a different color.

      Sarah stopped in front of a fancy-looking building, one that had a display window where a girl danced on a poll.

      “The brothel!” Niko shouted over the commotion of people. “That’s your cool idea? Nooope! I’m out. I’m so not doing this. I don’t care how much they pay.”

      Sarah pulled her to the side. “I’m not here for that. But tell me, what better place is there to find people who are looking for pleasure? And what does Vampiric Bliss provide?”

      “You’re going to sell it?”

      Sarah nodded, quite pleased with the plan. “I’ll focus on the money. Your job is to recruit ten others to join us.”

      “I can do that!”

      Sixy jumped in. “I find other fairies. I help. Good helper, yes?”

      Sarah smiled. “Very good. And selling your collection of panties might be the very thing that saves us.”

      He forced a smile. “G-good. . . .”

      “Let’s have everyone meet in the morning at the challenge rooms. We can go over the details then.”

      “You got it, boss!” Niko said. “Good luck in there.” She fingered her new ring, grinned, and Flash Stepped away, slamming into a booth that immediately collapsed.

      “No no!” Sixy yelled and flew over to help.

      Olette giggled. “She big dumb dumb! I love it!”

      Sarah shook her head and sighed. You’d think, after slamming into a tree—twice!—the girl would have figured out the skill by now.

      It was no matter. Sarah glanced at the fancy entrance to the brothel. Two women in teal dresses that were evidently designed to promote their best features—ample breasts, flat stomachs, and long legs—greeted the various clientele that strode into the place.

      In comparison, she looked like the swamp monster, covered in stupid bits of mud and a myriad of loose vegetation that had found its way into her hair. The now dry ash water dyed everything a dull gray.

      But how she looked didn’t matter. It was what she could do. Being the one and only vampire made her rare, which would make her offer all the more enticing to a businesswoman such as Daiyu.

      Olette wore her white petal dress and a concerned expression. “I no like this place.”

      “It’s just a business,” Sarah said. “Let’s go.” She marched up the steps, holding herself upright with confidence.

      One of the greeters stepped in the way, pale nose crinkled, eyes flashing down the length of Sarah. “I’m sorry,” she said snootily, “this isn’t the homeless shelter.”

      “I’m here to see Daiyu,” Sarah said.

      “Is she expecting you?”

      “No, but—”

      “Our Mistress is a busy woman meeting with important people. A long night isn’t the best time to bother her unannounced. Why don’t you try again in the morning after you’ve . . . freshened up a bit?”

      “I just need—”

      “To leave,” the girl said, dropping her fake politeness, then stepped aside to let a man wearing a nice suit pass. “W-welcome, Lyn. Tiffany is waiting for you at the bar.”

      The man nodded, briefly eyed Sarah, arched an eyebrow, shrugged, and stepped through the door.

      The girl turned back and rolled her eyes. “You’re obstructing our business. Must I call for a patrolman?”

      “I need—”

      “Yes, yes, yes. You need to take your sorry ass away from our—”

      “If you cut me off one more fucking time,” Sarah said, the fragments of rage all coming together to form an inferno in her chest, “I’m going shove this”—a crimson scythe shifted into reality—“up your ass and drag you around town until you die. Am- I- clear?”

      Both of the girls nodded vigorously, eyes wide.

      “Tell Daiyu that Sarah, the vampire, would like to meet with her.”

      “O-o-of course, Miss Sarah. I’ll do that right away.” She spun around and nearly walked straight into a woman, this one with light brown skin, short red hair, and clad in black leather armor.

      “Follow me,” the woman said to Sarah, then looked at the two greeters and said, “This woman is to be let in from now on.”

      “U-understood, Tisha,” both girls said at the same time.

      Tisha turned away. She walked silently and smoothly into the establishment.

      Sarah dismissed her scythe and followed, stepping inside a world of finery. The entrance hall was made up of white marble walls. Large golden frames contained canvas paintings of naked people in the midst of lovemaking and orgies and fruit and wine. It set the tone of the place quite well.

      The entrance hall opened to a large room with brilliant crystal chandeliers. It wasn’t a dark place, a secret place, a place where the people wanted to hide. Everything sparkled: the tables, the jewelry on dozens of girls, the thousand glass bottles on one wall filled with every color of liquid.

      Maybe coming here covered in muck was a bad idea after all. . . . She stuck out like a rodent had stumbled into some wealthy party or charity event.

      People glanced her way, curious but not overly judgmental. They seemed to be appraising her, looking beneath the grime and envisioning what she’d look like after a bath, a dress, and some sparklies.

      Oh . . . they thought she was a new girl.

      Tisha led the way down a side hall that branched enough times that Sarah was now clueless about how to get out. Of course, there were no stupid exit signs. That would be practical, and no one in heaven seemed practical.

      Olette fluttered nearby, silent, wringing her hands for some reason. It wasn’t like she was expected to do anything.

      Finally, Tisha turned and stepped into what looked like the entrance to a bathroom. The floor tiles changed, shrinking to about an inch each and taking on a pink hue. They were arranged in such a way that they created long curving, symmetrical lines.

      The smell of fragrant water hung in the air.

      “You’re taking me to Daiyu, right?” Sarah asked. It seemed rather odd for such a busy woman to be taking a bath right now, in the middle of what was likely their busiest night for some time.

      Tisha didn’t say anything. She silently led the way around a corner and into a room with a pool at the center. Two young women scantly clad in white cloth—just enough to cover their naughty bits—stood within the pool, hands clasped at their fronts.

      There was no Daiyu.

      “Unequip your clothes,” Tisha said without looking back. She continued to walk around the pool toward a white door accented in gold.

      “Wh-why? I’m here to see—”

      “Yes, I understand. You have made your request perfectly clear. Daiyu has instructed me to bring you here, where she will meet with you shortly. Within these walls, she rules supreme. Take off your clothes, or we’ll cut them off.”

      “You can’t be . . .” Sarah wanted to say serious, but the three of them seemed very serious. And now that she looked, the two girls did, in fact, have knives attached to the slim white cloth that wrapped their waists.

      Her heart did a little bump bump. What was a bit of assisted bathing in the grand scheme of things? Take a bath or . . . lose the contest and die. Hard decision, that. At least the bathers weren’t male.

      She looked to Olette and nodded. Usually, the devious little fairy loved removing her clothes at the most inopportune time. This time, it required consent and a whispered, “I’ll be fine.”

      Olette nodded.

      Sarah’s armor and long-sleeved undershirt condensed into a crimson liquid. For two full seconds, it swirled around her like she was some goddess of blood, then it burst into flakes and faded, leaving her completely naked.

      The two girls gawked, open-mouthed. Tisha arched an eyebrow. Olette grinned. And Sarah covered her breasts, suddenly very uncomfortable beneath their stares.

      “You’re a Chosen,” Tisha said, as a matter of fact. She summoned her phone and tapped what looked like a message. When she looked up to find that no one had moved, her impatience manifested in a huff. “Get on with it! Just because it’s a long night doesn’t mean we can waste time.”

      The two girls hurriedly took Sarah into the lukewarm pool. The water started to circle around them. They already had sponges foaming with soap bubbles, sponges that weren’t altogether soft. They scrubbed her arms and back and legs and inner thighs, which resulted in one of them getting punched.

      After that, they allowed her to wash her more sensitive parts while they focused on her hair, pulling out bits of grass and shriveled up leaves and a . . . dead goldfish.

      No one mentioned the poor fish. It was cast away with the other pond detritus. Given the challenge rooms, maybe it wasn’t so uncommon to find such things.

      Sarah now stood with her hands cupping her breasts, legs pinched, and cheeks thoroughly flushed, more so for having a dead fish in her hair this whole time than being naked, but being naked didn’t help.

      There had never been a time when public bathing was an exciting excursion into the wandering awareness of others. But it wasn’t like they were having sex or being watched by some pervert behind the walls.

      Or . . . were they?

      Ehhh, probably not?

      She didn’t want to think about it. The whole affair had only taken a few minutes, but it was a few minutes too long, and she was so very beyond ready to adorn her smelly clothes again.

      One of the girls reached out and made a pulling motion, drawing lines of water from Sarah’s hair. In a few seconds, her hair—once again red, now that the ash had been removed—bounced in perfect loose curls, glossy and clean and smelling sweet.

      Sarah issued an embarrassed, “Thanks,” and moved to exit the pool.

      “Stay there,” Tisha said.

      “But I’m clean.”

      “And our Mistress wants you to stay there. Are you always this combative?”

      “Only when I’m naked.”

      “Well, get used to it.”

      “What is that supposed—”

      The door opened, and Daiyu stepped through with three young female assistants, each holding large-screen phones, tapping away as if in an effort to record every word the woman said.

      And now, there was a grand total of seven of them watching a singular Sarah. She wanted to shrink beneath their gazes.

      “Handle it,” Daiyu said to one assistant, who nodded and exited the room. “Sarah, I’m so glad you decided to come.”

      “I have a—”

      “Yes, we’ll get to negotiations in a moment. Let me get a look at you. Arms out.”

      Tisha glared, projecting her thoughts clearly, Daiyu is the supreme ruler. The Mistress got what the Mistress wanted.

      Sarah reluctantly held her arms out to form the shape of a T. She looked away and swallowed hard, her heart thudding, her cheeks and ears burning.

      “Exquisite, my dear,” Daiyu said. “You have the skin of an angel. Your posture could use work, and your breasts are on the small side, but we can fix that with some willpower and time. Spread your legs.”

      “What?”

      “Legs. Don’t hide the goods.”

      “Th-the— I’m not here for that.”

      “Hmm?” Daiyu made a questioning sound. “You don’t wish to be one of my girls?”

      “No! Not one bit.”

      “I’m confused. Why are you standing there naked in my initiation pool if you’re not here to apply?”

      Now it was Sarah’s turn to glare at Tisha. Had the woman allowed any form of explanation, they wouldn’t be in this embarrassing mixup.

      “I was following orders, Mistress,” Tisha said.

      Daiyu looked at the ceiling and shook her head ever so slightly. “Tisha, heaven is not black and white. I rely on your ability to be autonomous. I cannot fathom all scenarios. Do you understand what I am saying?”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Then tell me, what is it I’m saying?”

      Tisha looked alarmed and blushed. “Th-that you— Th-that heaven is not black and white.”

      Daiyu didn’t say anything for a long moment. A droplet of water fell from the ceiling and tapped the pool making an echoing sound and ripples. “Listen. When I give an order, it is your job to evaluate the situation and decide whether the order should be carried out. If not, let me know.”

      Sarah motioned for Olette and took a step toward the stairs.

      “And where are you going?” Daiyu asked.

      “To get dressed.”

      “I’d rather you stay there. You, apparently, wish to negotiate some other terms. And I like to negotiate from a place of power. Besides, you’re nice to look at.”

      Sarah glanced at the other girls in the pool. They stood off to the sides, hands clasped in front of themselves, eyes down.

      This was her moment, whether or not she was clothed. And she had already jumped through all the damn hoops, so what did it matter?

      “I have something,” she said, infusing her words with a confidence she didn’t really feel, not while standing several feet below Daiyu, wet and naked, “that I think your clientele will want.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I am the only vampire. When I draw essence from my target, they are granted the Vampiric Bliss trait, a form of pleasure.

      “Since you deal in forms of pleasure, I wanted to approach you first as a business partner. But if you’re not interested, I recall there being another establishment like this across the street?”

      Daiyu smiled. “It’s refreshing, talking to someone who can use their brain. Show me. Keeley, let our guest suck on you. Do you need her to remove her clothes? Never mind, I think I prefer that she does.”

      “Oh, umm, I’d rather she stayed clothed if that’s okay with you? I just need access to her neck.”

      Daiyu shrugged and exhaled. “Fine. I see you like to keep things boring. But I suppose we’re only here for the aftereffect, not the show. You can keep your clothes on, Keeley.”

      Sarah turned to the girl she had punched earlier. The girl seemed nervous, shoulders pinched. She wouldn’t look away from the water that started to move with her like it was a part of her.

      “You’ll feel a slight pinch,” Sarah said.

      “I hate needles,” Keeley whispered. “That’s what they say every time. ‘A slight pinch.’ ”

      “It’ll be over before you know it.”

      “They say that, too.”

      “I don’t have to take it from your neck. Do you have a preferred place? It really shouldn’t hurt.”

      “Can you take it from my foot?”

      Sarah scrunched her brow. “Are you serious?”

      Keeley nodded. She waded to the side of the pool and pushed herself out of the water, then lifted her foot up. Interestingly, especially given how long the girl must have been in the pool, her skin didn’t have that pruney look that Sarah’s did already.

      “You don’t mind,” Daiyu said, “if I film this, do you?”

      “No!” Sarah said, covering herself again. “I mean, I mind. I’m the only naked one in here.”

      “We could change that.”

      “I don’t want you to change that.”

      “You really are no fun, but I hope to keep you here for a very- long- time.” There was a devious purple glint in her eyes.

      Sarah turned away, her skin crawling. She took Keeley’s foot. At least it was clean, her toenails painted blue, skin shimmering like seashells wherever it touched the water.

      There was no apparent place to bite—stupid Predator Instincts weren’t prepared for such unusual requests. Maybe her big toe? It was worth a try. . . .

      Sarah pulled Keeley’s toe into her mouth, her tongue sliding across skin, and bit. A surge of hot essence poured out of the girl, and she . . . moaned?

      Alright, that’s enough of that! Sarah dropped the girl’s foot and backed away.

      “Whoa,” Keeley said, “it didn’t hurt at all! And I feel warm and happy. . .?”

      “How long will it last?” Daiyu asked.

      “Ten minutes,” Sarah said.

      “And how much did you want to sell this service of yours?”

      That was a good question. She needed more than 200 ID for herself and probably over 400 ID for Niko. If she had twenty customers at 20 ID each, that’d get most of the way there. Sixy’s panty collection might make up the difference.

      20 ID seemed reasonable and affordable, so that was what she asked for. “And you can add on top of that, make the difference?”

      “That is not acceptable.”

      “It’s . . . not?”

      “I run a respectable establishment. We do not do handouts. No, I think the price should be 300 ID, and I keep 200 of it.”

      Sarah gawked. Could they even find people to pay that much? But they’d only need four people to make as much as she wanted with twenty.

      Daiyu smiled down at Sarah. “Do we have an agreement?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah stood behind a set of doors within a side room close to the entrance hall. The festivities outside were slowly coming to an end, which meant now was the prime time for businesses such as the one Daiyu ran.

      The woman knew her business in and out. She jumped on Sarah’s offer, changed the night’s schedule, and . . . and . . .

      This is all moving so fast!

      Sarah balled her fists, her heart thrashing, excited for all the essence she was about to consume unless she messed everything up.

      The original plan was to merely offer Vampiric Bliss to patrons before they went off and enjoyed their other night pleasures. But Daiyu had something else in mind.

      Sarah was now an exclusive, time-limited event, one that made her the center of all attention, carrying high expectations to sell herself as the mysterious vampire.

      Even Olette had a part to play. A vampire with a luminescent fairy, who had somehow changed her wings to be red. They would certainly turn heads.

      Sarah glanced at the wall mirror next to her. The girls had done her makeup, giving her an exotic look. One band of black stretched from ear to ear, encompassing her eyes and the bridge of her nose. Within that band were tiny rubies. It most certainly drew out her eyes, making them look bigger and brighter.

      Contour blush hollowed her cheeks, giving her already-angular face a sharper look. Her lips were full and black, which contrasted with her very white fangs whenever she opened her mouth.

      Then there was the dress, a red dress, a dress that featured underboob. It didn’t cover her shoulders or stomach or the long thin slits from waist to bare feet, pooling on the floor so it could drag behind her.

      She had long black fingernails, each drawn to a dangerous point like claws. And they weren’t fake. That same mental exercise that resulted in her magical makeover could be used on other elements of herself.

      The girls had wanted her nails to be a bit longer but weren’t expecting them to grow so quickly. Apparently, she had a knack for change, something that most others required time and a lot of effort for the smallest of changes.

      Maybe it was because she was a vampire?

      To add to her mysterious look, black roses and vines were painted down her arms, featuring red thorns. She looked like a runway model for goths.

      Olette was pressed up against the door, ear to the wood. “It be starting!”

      Sarah drew in a deep breath, chest rising in the mirror. That devilish girl that stared back looked ready to conquer the world, but her insides squirmed, knowing that just on the other side of this door was a room full of people waiting for her debut.

      She empowered her hearing, turning the slight vibrations of murmurs that tickled the other side of the door into understandable words.

      “This is exciting,” said a young-sounding man.

      “Daiyu never disappoints,” replied an older man, his voice deep.

      “I hear it’s a new girl.”

      “The one covered in dirt from earlier? I only heard about it. Did you see her?”

      “I wasn’t here yet. Mr. Baker Bakes had a discount on cream-filled doughnuts. I got three dozen!”

      Sarah let out a breath. Three dozen doughnuts? Cream-filled? Of course she was stuck here, ready to be eye ogled instead of getting the one delight that could calm her nerves.

      “Welcome,” Daiyu’s voice rang through the door as if projected. The murmurs quieted. “I have a special treat, a rare—”

      A small backdoor to the room opened, and a girl peeked in. “Miss Sarah?”

      “Yes?” Sarah asked.

      “I-it’s almost time. You are ready, yes?”

      She swallowed and nodded. This was her plan, even if it ended up being a whole lot more than she bargained for. But if she played her cards right, maybe she could buy a doughnut before tempting fate with her great escape.

      The girl stared, awestruck. “Y-you are so . . . pretty.” She stiffened and blushed, looking away, then summoned her phone and gasped. “I need to turn out the lights. The Mistress is about to announce you. It’ll be any second now.”

      She hurried to the walls and tapped symbols that had been chiseled into the light crystals. The luminescent storms within swirled and faded, leaving the room dark except for Olette’s glowing red wings.

      “I’ll open the doors when it’s time,” the girl said,  “then it’s up to you. I-I’m sure you’ll be breathtaking.”

      Sarah wasn’t so sure. Her legs and feet and hands felt cold. She was going to step through those doors, stumble, and fall flat on her face.

      Don’t think that!

      “—will find the seductive,” Daiyu said, “the sexy, the one of a kind, literally. It is my rare honor to introduce heaven’s first vampire.”

      The girl turned the doorknobs and pressed them open, hinges squeaking. A rush of white smoke poured out into the main room, a dark room only lit by candles held by gorgeous girls in gorgeous dresses, the warm glow reflecting off their glitter makeup and fancy jewelry.

      “Go you dummy,” Olette whispered, fluttering to the side.

      Sarah stepped out into a sea of affinity requests, each digging into her soul, asking, Who are you? What are you?

      Daiyu expounded on the benefits of a mask, not material but of flesh. What one allowed the other to see, to know, held power over them.

      Sarah was the powerful, confident, mysterious vampire that got what she wanted. It was a character. That was what people wanted. It was her job to embrace the fiction and make it real.

      Make it real. . . .

      She drew herself up, shoulders back, chin raised, and walked forward. The room was so dark that she dismissed her empowered hearing and replaced it with sight. This resulted in a collective gasp.

      Apparently, empowering her eyes made them glow more. She almost laughed at their reaction but stopped herself. Daiyu had said, “And absolutely no smiling. Smiles make people comfortable. A vampire is not comfort. A vampire is lust, is tension, of being desired and unattainable. You will exist this night, then vanish.”

      So instead of laughing or smiling, she drew upon her inner demon, the one that didn’t give a shit, and glared back at the people, holding their gaze until they looked away.

      All the girls holding candles made a path through the room where men stood on a low platform. They were not the average Joes of heaven, each was well built, tall, muscular, and oozed charm.

      She knew what to do, her heart excited, her inner demon urging her forward, step by step through the ogling eyes. She crossed the room and stepped up to the biggest, the meatiest, the hunkiest of available men.

      He smiled like he had won a contest against the other men on the platform, all watching, curious, concerned, egos deflated.

      Sarah empowered her strength and, with one hand, shoved the man up against the wall so hard it cracked.

      He let out an Oof, his smile gone in an instant. His eyes widened, holding just a flicker of panic. She could smell it on him, this change of emotion from winner to loser.

      He moved to escape.

      She hissed.

      The room was dead silent, each soul held there by streams of tension that wouldn’t allow any of them to look away.

      She pressed up against him—stomach and breasts intimately close—something she’d never do, not in a million-billion years, and especially not in front of an audience, their eyes tracking her every move, the changing forms of her body. But she was not Sarah. She was the one and only vampire.

      The man, strong as he was, quivered under her touch. She snaked up to his neck, her breaths shallow and fast, saliva building, heart racing.

      Her fangs, gentle and deliberate, slid into his jugular, and she drew out the rush of his essence. He squeaked and started to push away, but she didn’t let go until his health had dropped to the single digits.

      Even then, she didn’t want to let go. She wanted to drink him dry, drink him until he turned to ash and made a mess of the place. But there was so- much- more essence to be had from this willing audience. Killing the demo subject would ruin the entire plan.

      She drew back, watching the man’s irises dilate. He let out a long, relaxed breath, a drunken smile plastered on his face. He reached up, fingers touching his neck, and whispered, “Wow. . . .”

      That was her cue. She turned back to the audience, licked her lips in what she hoped was a seductive way, then turned and walked toward the master bedchamber, the hallway to the door, lined with girls who bowed as she passed.

      Tisha stood at the door. Her lips were turned up at the corners, and she gave a slight nod before opening the door.

      Daiyu’s voice broke the spell, asking the room of eager gentlemen and women, “Who’s next?”
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        * * *

      

      One hour later—after lots and lots of sucking on twenty-four delicious, nervous patrons—Daiyu ended the event despite more people lining up for their chance to be a vampire snack. This, she said, would encourage those who missed out to pay a greater price next time.

      Surprisingly, the idea of doing this again was not horrifying. In fact, it was kind of fun. All Sarah had to do was pretend to be cold and mysterious, then she got to enjoy her all-you-could-eat buffet.

      And at the current price, she earned 2,400 ID in a single hour! Not to mention the essence experience. . . .

      “Two levels!” Olette said excitedly once Sarah had a chance to clean off the makeup, change back to her mud-encrusted armor—no, she didn’t get to keep the dress—and escape to the fresh and cool air of the night where most of the booths had been taken down.

      “I get my mount?”

      “Yes yes! En new skill.”

      “What’s the skill?”

      Olette put on her thinking expression. She waved her tiny green arms, and text appeared.

      
        
        ¤ Echolocation [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

        » Distance: 180 Feet

        » Essence Reserve: 20

        ·

        » Summon 1 bat [Skill Level] to move, patrol, or hold in an area up to 180 feet away [10 × Intelligence] and provide echolocation information for an area of 900 square feet.

        ·

        » Lasts until canceled.

      

      

      That sounded so cool! Having a skill that provided information could be quite handy in the last challenge. It could be used to hide or hunt or maybe scout the best direction to go.

      It wasn’t combat-focused, but not everything had to be about how much damage she did. No, it was time to start thinking about other things: utility skills and defense skills.

      She told Olette to select Echolocation. This produced that tingling, odd sense of gaining memories of the skill while having never used it.

      With one skill down, Sarah asked about two older skill options: Sangarma and Transanna.

      
        
        ¤ Sangarma [Vitality · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence Reserve: Up to 100

        » Damage Reduction: 0-50%

        » Duration: Until Canceled

        ·

        » Use essence to absorb 0-50% of an attack’s damage [40 + (10 × Skill Level)]. Any damage absorbed this way consumes reserved essence at a 1:1 ratio.

        ·

        » Sangarma can be initiated with up to 100 essence [5 × Vitality] and has no minimum requirement. Reserved essence is given priority when obtaining new essence and cannot be used in other skills until Sangarma is released.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Transanna [Vitality · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence: 1× per Second

        ·

        » Convert essence to health. The target or self may gain 1 health per essence, limited to 1 essence [Skill Level] per second. If the target is at full health, essence cannot be converted in this way.

        ·

        » This is a touch effect.

      

      

      Both of these skills would give her an extra point in Vitality, raising her maximum essence and health. But Transanna just wasn’t that strong of a skill. Maybe if she took on a support role and leveled the skill a few times, it’d be great.

      Armor, on the other hand, had proven itself beyond valuable. Sangarma would allow her to reduce damage taken by up to 50%. And now that her maximum essence had increased so much, she had a bit to spare.

      Combining this faux armor with empowered touch to reduce pain, one of these days, she might not even need armor in the traditional sense. Even if she did have armor, Sangarma would help prevent damage to it.

      It seemed like the best choice, providing her with more flexibility against the vast uncaring unknowns of future events.

      “You sure?” Olette asked, finger suspended in the air.

      “Why? Is your Snail suggesting something else?”

      “Nope! I just no want to select skill by accident. Sangarma be good skill!” She did something with her hands, and the information became known.

      Sarah grinned. Leveling was such an awesome experience. If only she could learn traditional skills this way. Plumbing? Car repair? Or maybe cooking! And all by simply investing a skill point. Of course, that was probably too much to ask for.

      In any case, there was something else to get excited about. “Wasn’t I supposed to get a mount?”

      “Yes yes yes!” Olette yelled. “Have two options. Vampire get horsey or wolfy!”

      “No dragons?”

      “Haha! Dragons no be mount for Light affinity, dumb dumb!”

      Sarah deflated a bit. Dragons were beyond the bestest of all the fantasy monsters. To have one as a mount—to be like a Dragonrider of Pern—would be beyond epic.

      In comparison, her options felt . . . uninspiring. Wolves were okay, but a giant panther would have been infinitely better. Cats rule, dogs drool, and all that.

      The only other option was a horse. Horses were cool, not dragon cool, but it’d just have to do. One of these days after she won this contest, she would find herself a mount that inspired awe!

      She informed Olette of her choice, then excitement bubbled to the surface. It was time for her first mount summoning.

      Sarah could sense the horse like a soul entwined within hers. All it took was a tiny nudge of intent, wanting the horse to manifest in front of her.

      And manifest . . . it did.

      Awesome!
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CHARACTER SHEET

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ¤ Sarah [Vampire]

        × Lvl. 6 · 434/2,100ex

        ·

        « Stats

        » Health: 100/100

        » Armor: 0/46

        » Essence: 194/200

        » Stamina: 90/90

        ·

        « Attributes

        » Strength: 7 (8)

        » Dexterity: 10 (14)

        » Intelligence: 18

        » Vitality: 16 (20)

        ·

        « Equipped Gear

        » Veetali Scythe [Legendary · Lvl. 6 · 25-37]

        » Letalmov Dagger [Rare · Lvl. 3 · 5-7]

        » Sumilian Hide Armor [Uncommon · Lvl. 5 · 0/46ap]

        » Cheler Ring [Rare · Lvl. 4]

        » Solis Eq’Sule Ring [Epic · Lvl. 8]

        ·

        « Inventory [12/100 slots]

        × 2,594 ID

        ·

        » 1× Photo (Buru’s Armor Shop)

        » 1× Reditai Blanket

        » 1× Business Card (Daiyu)

        » 6× Pages

        » 1× Lesser Health Potion

        » 18× Pairs of Panties (4 slots)

        » 1× Frog Hat

        » Tutelatosi Ring [Lvl. 4 · Epic]

        » 1× Cierr Terms of Service

        ·

        « Traits

        » Sunlight Damage

        ·

        « Implicit Skills

        » Essence

        » Essence Sight

        » Empower

        » Crimson Weapon

        » Predator Instincts

        » Mount

      

      

      

  




SKILLS

      
        
        ¤ Crimson Shards [Dexterity · Lvl. 3]

        » Essence: 30

        » Damage: 10×3

        ·

        » Summon 3 crimson shard [Skill Level] for 30 essence [10 × Skill Level] that launches toward the target for 10 damage [Skill Level + 1/2 Dexterity].

        ·

        » +100% essence from damage dealt to target’s health by Crimson Shards (0.5 per 1hp). Missed or absorbed attacks, or damage to armor, does not yield essence and is thus not affected by this bonus.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Charm [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence Reserve: 10 × Target Level

        » Charm Limit: 1

        » Duration: Target Essence Depleted

        ·

        » Choose a neutral affinity target level 6 or lower [6 × Skill Level], reserving 10 essence per target level. The target will become a loyal subject, reacting to your intent.

        ·

        » Target loses 1 essence every 5 seconds. Any damage reduces the target’s essence in addition to health or armor. The charm breaks once the essence is depleted or upon releasing control of the target to recover essence.

        ·

        » Limited to 1 simultaneously charmed targets [1/10 Intelligence].

        ·

        » This is a touch effect.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Echolocation [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

        » Distance: 180 Feet

        » Essence Reserve: 20

        ·

        » Summon 1 bat [Skill Level] to move, patrol, or hold in an area up to 180 feet away [10 × Intelligence] and provide echolocation information for an area of 900 square feet.

        ·

        » Lasts until canceled.

      

      

      
        
        ¤ Sangarma [Vitality · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence Reserve: Up to 100

        » Damage Reduction: 0-50%

        » Duration: Until Canceled

        ·

        » Use essence to absorb 0-50% of an attack’s damage [40 + (10 × Skill Level)]. Any damage absorbed this way consumes reserved essence at a 1:1 ratio.

        ·

        » Sangarma can be initiated with up to 100 essence [5 × Vitality] and has no minimum requirement. Reserved essence is given priority when obtaining new essence and cannot be used in other skills until Sangarma is released.

      

      

      

      
        
        [End of Character Sheet]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Byron sucked in the sweet smell of the MQG: Mad Queen’s Garden. His twenty-four-hour suspension from the patrol was finally over.

      They had said—slowly, treatin’ him like a dumb ol’ rock—that all them scary monsters were stuck in the challenge rooms, couldn’t possibly make it up here. But they most def didn’t see the WW-RE-SOB: Woman With Red Eyes Sleeping On Bench.

      It wasn’t a woman.

      She were one of them monsters, usin’ the skin of a poor woman as a disguise. Disgustin’. He not whack, he not runnin’ his mouth like some crack whore on . . . crack. Ya, whatevs.

      Point bein’, they weren’t there. They needed proof. And who better to get it than the only one who was workin’ the case?

      Footsteps. He jumped and spun and puffed up his chest to be all scary like, ‘cause that’d show them. Size and confidence won fights before they even started.

      “It’s just me,” Adanna said, her pretty brown eyes bein’ all annoyed like. “For the record, I ain’t wanna be here, being your babysitter.”

      “And I don’t need one,” he said, fightin’ the determined desire to look at her ample breasts, so big and round and just right there so invi—

      “Whatcha be looking at, By?”

      Shit! “Th-that a new shirt ya got there?”

      “This old thang? Ha! Got it at the party. Fifteen ID, you believe that?” she asked, bein’ all bubbly and cute about it.

      On her, it was mm-mm-mm. It’d look better on his floor, but he didn’t say that. Not his first rodeo with a beautiful bull. Female bull. “It sure be lookin’ nice on you.”

      She smiled like a blossomin’ flower on its first mornin’. He could most def wake up next to that smile, day and night, or whenever they woke up.

      Adanna summoned her phone and withdrew a baton. “You ain’t gonna make me regret this, are you?”

      “For me?”

      “You bet your manly ass for you. But don’tcha lose this one, iight? They cost a bunch to make, you know? You can’t just go throwing them around willy-nilly.”

      “CMH . . . Cross My Heart.”

      She went and shook her head, rollin’ those beautiful eyes up to the heavens. “You know, you’re an odd guy? I don’t mind your little acronyms, but you’ve got to keep that stuff on the down low. Don’tcha be using them when you talk to HQ.”

      She . . . liked the acronyms? Her words were all warm and squishy and full of love.

      “Don’t make this awkward,” she said and handed the baton over. “So where we off to?”

      “BBW,” he whispered—Big Beautiful Woman—and quickly added, “I like the flowers. And that was where I found that demon.”

      “Oh, don’tcha start with that. There ain’t be no demon, By. Stop making up shit. I don’t wantcha getting yourself kicked from the company.”

      “I never tell no lie,” he said, then thought about those breasts of hers and the shirt. Well, he told half-lies, which were all in a category of their own, really. “The demon was truer than that BBM behind ya. Big Bright Moon.”

      She didn’t look convinced. “Then how come you be the only one reporting any attacks, huh?”

      “It gone in hidin’! Now that I’m back, I’m gonna fish it out, force it in the light. You see.”

      “For your sake, I hope you’re right.”

      Good enough, that. He’d show her, show them all. And it started with his patrol through the flower gardens.

      They walked, they talked, they kicked LSOBs out—Losers Sleeping on Benches—and had a good ol’ time, worthy of bein’ called an FD, First Date.

      “You telling me you ain’t never had lamb chops?” Adanna asked. “Big guy like you? You know—and you tell me if I’m being a little too forward here; sometimes I don’t know where that line is—but I could—”

      Byron held up the USTBQ—Universal Sign To Be Quiet—then pointed at the railin’ that blocked off a section of yellow and red tulips. There, hangin’ like it be no one’s business, was an ugly ass rat.

      “A bat?” Adanna asked. “Ain’t never seen a bat up here.”

      “You be hearin’ that?” he asked.

      “Sounds like a horse.”

      He turned toward the cloppin’ sound of horseshoes strikin’ the stone path from behind. There, flickerin’ through the trees and quickly approachin’, was a red glow.

      The demon!

      He grabbed Adanna’s hand and yanked her toward the section of cherry blossom trees. If she got hurt because of him, bah! There was no way in heaven nor hell he’d let that happen.

      “Wh-wh-where are you going?” Adanna asked, stumblin’, her voice soundin’ confused and alarmed, as she should be. “It’s just a horse, By. What’s gotten into you?”

      HQ needed proof. He’d get them proof. There be demons roamin’ the gardens, corruptin’ this here fine city. If anyone could do anythin’ about it, it was the patrol.

      But—and dammit all to hell!—his soul device didn’t have a camera. He summoned his walkie-talkie and yelled, “We have a DH”—Adanna yanked on him, and he nearly dropped the device; she was shakin’ her head, eyebrows pinched; Oh yeah—“I mean, we have a . . .”

      Reportin’ it wasn’t gonna do a damn thing. He could picture them at the office, havin’ a good laugh about it. No, they needed that proof.

      “Byron?” asked Hailey, the late shift operator. “Say again, I didn’t—”

      He desummoned the walkie-talkie and dragged Adanna around the trees, the shadows here makin’ it hard to see where it was they were runnin’.

      “Take a picture,” he said. The demon horse jumped the fence. It was a comin’ and comin’ fast it was. “Hurry!”

      “Okay okay! But ain’t gonna do it on this marathon you have us running. Stop, already.”

      He let out an anxious breath. They weren’t getting away, not on foot, and he still hadn’t got his mount yet. Maybe he could buy her some time?

      They stopped.

      Adanna wrapped an arm around his and held her phone out. “Smile.”

      “Not of us, girl. Of that!” He gone and shouted, not really meanin’ to, but damn, there was a time and a place for that stuff, and this ain’t the time nor place.

      Her eyes widened, finally understandin’ what he be sayin’. She nodded quickly and tapped the screen. The LED light on the back of her phone flashed, lightin’ up the trees.

      The demon horse burst apart, turnin’ into a swarm of those ugly ass rats, squeakin’ as they flew through the air.

      Adanna screamed—oh how he hated that sound!—and waved her hands overhead, dancin’ about. She wasn’t so fond of the rodents, which gave them somethin’ in common.

      But those rodents were only a distraction.

      The woman—the demon—had returned to finish the job, there—no doubts about it—to tear away their souls for eternal agony in hell. She hit the ground smooth as a fox, fast as one, too, makin’ not a sound that could be heard over his poundin’ heart.

      “Run!” he yelled at Adanna, then puffed up his chest, makin’ himself all big like to deter the demon or attract it to attack him and not her.

      He balled his fists, clenched his jaw, and stood his ground. His body didn’t right appreciate the idea of bein’ demon food, but he didn’t right appreciate the idea of Adanna bein’ demon food.

      The demon crossed the distance and slammed into his chest, knockin’ him backward with more force than any skinny white girl should be able to muster.

      He crashed to the ground and slid backward, the demon on his chest, her sharp knees uncomfortably diggin’ into his stomach, and hands with long black claws holdin’ fast to his armor.

      They stopped.

      She breathed through her fangs as if trying to taste his abundance of fear. Her black lips curled into a cruel smile. Her feral glowin’ red eyes drilled down into him, powerful, mysterious, sex-as-all-hell— No, not sexy. What was she doin’? Mind control?

      She didn’t attack, didn’t go for his jugular like that first mornin’ he came upon her on the bench. This time, she was holdin’ herself back for some reason.

      “Wh-what do ya want?” he asked.

      She eased closer, those eyes so eerily captivatin’. Her lips, now close enough to kiss. “I want,” she said, her voice a purr, “your . . . baton.”

      “I-Is that innuendo?”

      A baton landed heavily in the dirt next to him. Adanna—damn, that woman didn’t run!—padded the air in front of her with open palms. “T-t-t-take it. A-a-and leave him alone!”

      The demon snatched the baton from the ground, and it dissolved into blood before flakin’ away. She was off his chest and up next to Adanna in a single second.

      “Don’t you hurt her!” he yelled, shovin’ himself up. “You let her go, ya hear? Take me instead.”

      The demon had a single sharp claw pressed under Adanna’s chin, glarin’ back at him expectantly.

      His baton.

      The demon wanted his baton!

      He drew it without another thought and tossed it to the demon who caught it. There was a flicker of a smile there, then it vanished behind a leer.

      A swarm of rodents squeaked from all around. They flew together and formed into a black horse, its eyes matchin’ the demons.

      She jumped onto its back, reared the horse, its front hooves clawing the air, then raced away into the night.

      Silence.

      Adanna crept over and took his arm tightly. She whispered, “DWRE.”

      Byron nodded. “Demon With Red Eyes.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarah—not smoldering beneath the sun, thanks to her new daylight ring—marched up to Harriet’s shop, grabbed the handle, and swung the door wide. Niko and the fairies followed.

      Today would be a glorious day. A stupendous day. It would be the day they escaped this heaven and secured their position within the last challenge to become full title citizens of heaven.

      In just over an hour, they would meet with Nico’s willing participants. It was all coming together so well.

      Truly, today required celebration. A calorie-free doughnut—or ten!—would suffice. But first, they had a quest to turn in and money to make! This vampire would bankroll her team to victory.

      Harriet sat on a stool near the wall behind the shop’s counter, leaning back, feet up, book in her lap. She looked over and smiled. “Sarah, you are positively beaming! Did you get laid?”

      Sarah jerked to a stop. “No!”

      “Shame. Well, if you need help with introductions, I know a few guys.”

      “I don’t ne—”

      “Or girls? I could have you hooked up every night for two weeks.”

      “Really?” Niko asked.

      “We’re not here for that,” Sarah said. She walked up to the counter and signaled Olette—the fairy now having blue wings again—to do the thing.

      Liquid crimson swooshed through the air and materialized into a pile of batons. They all landed on the counter with a clatter, one rolling off.

      Harriet jumped to her feet and counted them, a wondrous expression on her face. “Twelve!” she proclaimed and laughed.

      Then Olette withdrew a pile of panties. This got Harriet to pause. She lifted an eyebrow. “So . . . the rumors are true?”

      “The rumors?” Sarah asked.

      “Of a vampire seductress. You certainly had a busy night wooing”—Harriet counted—“eighteen girls! I thought you said you didn’t get laid? You must have amazing stamina to please so many.”

      “They’re not mine.”

      “That’s debatable. Possession, after all, is nine-tenths of the law.”

      “I mean, I didn’t steal them. This little twerp did,” Sarah said, motioning to a conflicted Sixy.

      “I no no thief!” he said. “En I be . . . reformed. Yes yes, reformed! Panties? Pfft! Who want sexy . . . used . . . pa-pa-pa-pant— They be mine! You no sell them! Nooooo!” He dove toward the pile.

      Sarah summoned her scythe, stopping him mid-dive. “Panties, or your life?” she asked, using her strong vampire persona.

      He ground his jagged teeth, looking between the scythe and the pile. “Uhhh. . . .”

      “Really?”

      “I’m thinking!” he yelled, then blew out a breath. His shoulders sank. “Fine. Take them. Take them all. . . .”

      Sarah dismissed her scythe and turned to Harriet. “Are they worth anything?”

      “Did you forget?” she asked. “Everything is worth something. But, hmm, modern clothing is a bit odd.”

      “How so?”

      “No one makes it,” Harriet said, picking up each pair and arranging them by type. “This clothing is System bought, using Olindale’s currency. It doesn’t cost much to buy, about 5 or 10 copper coins.

      “Since there’s no rarity involved—meaning anyone can buy it at any time for a set System price—it’s not worth a lot of ID. But . . .” She picked up a pair and sniffed them.

      “Oh!” Sarah said. “I doubt they’ve been washed. I’m so sorry. That’s the first thing we should have done.”

      “Nonsense!” Harriet said. “You’d ruin them. The used panty market is no joke. This one has such a lovely smell!”

      “Wh-what?”

      “You don’t believe me? Here, smell.”

      Sarah recoiled. “I’m good.”

      “Guys go wild over this stuff. I can extract it and sell it to the brothels. It’s invisible marketing. Pheromones. Takes a lot to get right, though. There’s a fine line between erotic and revolting.

      “I’ll give you two-hundred and . . . twenty? For the lot of them. How does that sound?”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a deal.”

      “Owie!” Niko said at the exact moment that a jolt of stinging warmth surged through Sarah’s hand. They both inspected their curses.

      In addition to the glowing blue triangle, the number 30 appeared. It then ticked down to 29, 28, 27, all the way to 21 before stopping.

      “Does this mean. . .?” Niko asked.

      Sarah nodded. “Nine of the contestants escaped.” The Mad Queen wasn’t so hush-hush about the secrets of escaping her realm, which meant they were up against the clock.

      “That is so not cool! I wanted us to be the first ones.”

      Harriet looked surprised. “You’re leaving? But you just got here! We were meant to be bosom friends, you and I, friends that read books together and played pickle.”

      “I . . . can’t,” Sarah said. “I have to escape, or this curse will return me to the Cycle. But I would have loved to do all of those things with you. Except pickle. Is that a sex game?”

      Harriet convulsed with laughter. “A sex game?” she shouted and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “Oh, Sarah, I am truly going to miss you. It’s pickleball, a sport. With you on my side, I’m confident we could have won against Nelandra—hat maker, section four.

      “But I’m being selfish, talking about sports of all things when you both are trying to survive. You must escape, and I’ll do everything in my power to help.

      “I can get you discounts. It’ll hardly be difficult; twelve batons! News like this will certainly travel the grapevine. You’ve made some allies today. And . . . well, some enemies, too, I imagine. You know what, leaving is probably for the best.”

      “Can you,” Sarah said, “get us a discount on doughnuts?”

      Niko arched an eyebrow. “Doughnuts? That’s what you’re thinking about? We have to escape.”

      “I know that, but if we fail, I want to have at least enjoyed another doughnut before being resurrected or Cycled as a slug.”

      “Maybe you’ll come back as a bee. Bees are constantly eating and—”

      “—vomiting,” Sarah finished, dismayed. “Please don’t let me come back as a bee.”

      Harriet laughed. “You both will escape. I’m certain of it.” She gave Sarah a consoling arm squeeze. “I have something for you. Wait here.” The woman rushed through the door to her back rooms and returned a minute later, holding a familiar-looking perfume bottle.

      “This is your fragrance,” she said, handing the bottle over. “Morning Orgasm.”

      Niko coughed. Sixy fluttered over, a big grin on his face. Olette said, “Make armor smell good!”

      “Even though you must leave,” Harriet said, “that doesn’t mean you can’t take a little bit of me with you.”

      “Thanks,” Sarah said, accepting the bottle. The name and crafting process aside, it did have a lovely smell, one that would always remind her of the kindly lady.

      “Ohhh,” Harriet said and gave Sarah a bear hug, then pulled Niko into it. “The future will always be uncertain. And yet, we traverse it every day. Be true to yourselves, ladies, and if it’s meant to be, it will be.”
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      Sarah led the way to the rendezvous point at the center of the city, surrounded by the four massive black walls and their golden archways.

      To everyone else who crowded the place, it was a normal Saturday. Or . . . Sunday? Whatever day it was, it was normal, besides the gathering gray storm clouds high overhead, threatening to dampen the mood.

      But for her and the ten recruits of whom she had yet to meet? It was most certainly an abnormal day, one that, with any luck, would end with all of them escaping.

      Before walking down the steps one final time, she gave Catriona a heartfelt goodbye, paying her back for the room, the much-needed bubble bath, and, of course, the beyond-delicious, could-raise-the-dead-from-their-graves food.

      The woman lacked her typical spirited energy, which, given the abrupt news, was to be expected. She didn’t even fight Sarah on her insistence that debts should be paid.

      Sarah had also stopped and acquired a new set of leather armor from Buru. It was sleek, professional, black, and, best of all, didn’t smell like pond scum! No matter how many Morning Orgasms the old set of mud-encrusted armor was given, the stench had remained.

      
        
        ¤ Nulok Leather Armor [76ap]

        × Uncommon Leather Armor · Lvl. 6

        » Durability: 76/76

        ·

        « Effects

        » +1 to Strength

      

      

      Daiyu’s lesson in using appearance to control others had been invaluable, be that as the sexy vampire in the brothel, the powerful vampire that hunted patrolmen, or the soon-to-be leader of a bunch of unknown people.

      And what better way to reveal the capabilities of a leader than to show up well-dressed and prepared with doughnuts? Two dozen doughnuts! Or close enough. There might be a few missing. . . .

      This left Sarah with 2,764 ID to help pay the way for anyone lacking the funds.

      “There they are!” Niko said, pointing to the fourth section of black walls. There were two groups waiting outside of the queue lines: a group of red-caped people who watched everyone else, arms crossed, not a smile to be found, and a group of mismatched newbs, all of whom had fairies of different colors playing and shouting and laughing.

      Sarah walked up and counted. “Six?” she whispered to Niko.

      The girl scrunched her brow, then smiled and pointed to a small monkey wearing a set of chainmail in the shape of a bikini. “Seven! Abu is going to be our tank.”

      “Monkey no be tank,” Olette said over the rumble of thunder. “That poop-snot wear my armor!”

      Six and a monkey. . . .

      Sarah straightened her back and put on a serious face. Beggars can’t be choosers. She’d make this work. Had to make this work. “Thanks for—”

      A zap of warm energy surged into her hand, and the number changed from 21 to . . . 9?

      A buzzing sense of anxiety filled her chest. But even if the last 9 slots were taken, they’d still have three hours to complete the challenge rooms. This didn’t change anything.

      “Fudging knickknacks!” a tall blond guy said, shaking his head. He had a blue sword strapped to his back and thick hide armor.

      The fairies stopped playing.

      Another guy, the Asian that Gameus had lit on fire in what felt like ages ago, whispered, “We’re so dead.” He let out a defeated breath.

      And he wasn’t the only one. This lot of recruits had already given up!

      “Hey,” Sarah said, voice firm and commanding, taking on the traits of a powerful vampire. If she had to lean into a bit of fiction in order to survive, so be it.

      She marched out in front of them. “We’re not going to die. I’m going to make sure we all escape. Is that clear?”

      “Who are you?” a middle-aged woman asked. She had black hair, light brown skin, and a sturdy build: not fat, not skinny.

      “That there is Susan!” Virgil said from behind.

      Sarah whipped around to find Reditus Prisha leading Virgil and his two friends toward the group. Apology Twelve followed from behind.

      “No fucking way,” Sarah said before she could stop herself. There was absolutely no possible, stupid reason in the universe that would get her to work with this piece of shit.

      Reditus Prisha had a smile that faltered. “Oh my, I screwed something up, didn’t I? You said you needed recruits, and I found these three. What’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong?” Sarah repeated, barely keeping herself from shouting. Virgil had an innocent smile, which only made him more aggravating. “What’s wrong is how he threw me off the cliff in our first challenge.”

      Virgil’s smile didn’t fade. He shrugged. Shrugged! The piece of shit shrugged. Even with the no-dueling rule, all she wanted to do was summon her scythe and start cutting.

      “I did nuh’n of the sort,” he said. “I be thinkin’ about this since ya went off on me in that nice cafe. You must be thinkin’ of Tod. That lallygaggin’ turd burglar left us there on that cliff. Anyways, I’m jus’ glad you’re alright.”

      He turned to the others. “She’s had it out for me since—”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “—I found her in the first challenge. Ya know what she did? She cracked a bone club over my head! Wouldn’t be surprised if she did the same to you kind lot.”

      “You attacked Tod,” she said, the rage burning in her chest, wanting to make itself manifest as a weapon that could stab stab stab this manipulative prick. “I thought you were trying to kill us!”

      “Little ol’ me? You guys know me,” he said to the others. “I don’t reckon I’ve done anythin’ deservin’ such ridicule. I’m an upstanding citizen, that I am.

      “Liam, I helped ya get that sword, am I right?”

      The blond guy nodded and smiled. “It’s the best sword I’ve ever had. It does ice damage!”

      “And Mani,” Virgil said to the black-haired woman, “I gots ya yer first boss kill. Did I do anythin’ to either of you to suggest I’d backstab ya?”

      Both shook their heads.

      Sarah ground her teeth. “I don’t care what you’ve supposedly done for others. You threw me off a cliff to save your stupid ass. And since I’m the leader here, you’re not joining.”

      He shrugged again and walked over to the group. “That ain’t how I be seein’ it. The way I be seein’ it is, you don’t have a team. You don’t know these people. Why ya think they’d follow ya?”

      “Because I know how to get us out of here.”

      Another shrug. Each time he did it, the flames in her chest wanted to be released. “So do I,” he said.

      Reditus Prisha grimaced. “Sorry, darling, I told them on the way over, I did. Didn’t think it was a secret.”

      “And why should it be?” Virgil said. “Susan wanted—”

      “It’s Sarah!”

      Everyone watched her, watched the crazy girl go off her rocker, uncertainty plainly evident on each of their faces. This was so very much not what Daiyu would have done.

      “Sarah,” Virgil said, emphasizing her name, “wanted to keep all this stuff secret, give her control of all ya. Don’t that seem a bit selfish?”

      The box of doughnuts slipped out of her fingers and plopped against the ground. The lid sprung open, and an apple fritter made its escape.

      Virgil snatched it up. “Oh oh! Five-second rule, ya?” He blew on it and took a bite. “Most delicious! Thank ya kindly.”

      Sarah spun and marched right into Niko, her expression turned down, a mixture of resignation and guilt. She grabbed Sarah’s arm and whispered, “Don’t go.”

      Don’t go? Those pleading words, spoken by Niko, who knew, without a shadow of a doubt, what that asshat had done, conveyed one simple truth: she was going along with this.

      “No give up,” Olette said, her face a mask of conflicting emotions.

      Niko licked her lips. “H-he’s so not cool, but we don’t always get what we want. So what if he’s the leader. Does that really matter?”

      “Yes!”

      Virgil picked up the box of doughnuts and handed the pastries out. “I ain’t gots a problem with you joinin’ us, Sarah. More the merrier, right?”

      “I’m sorry,” Reditus Prisha said. “I thought I was helping, I did. It took all morning just to find them. If you don’t go, I . . . I don’t think you’ll escape, not on your own.”

      Sarah wanted to be anywhere but here, under the judgment of these people who didn’t know a thing about her and now sided with Virgil.

      Virgil. His name was poison, burning through her veins every time his smug face materialized in her mind’s eye. No, he was worse than poison. He was cancer, spreading and corrupting everything he touched.

      Her scythe was a heartbeat away from solidifying into razor-blade sharp crimson. She had vowed to cut him down, to guarantee he lost this contest and his right to eternal persistence.

      Why not now?

      Niko tightened her grip and shook her head. She apparently sensed Sarah’s rapidly declining control of her inner demon, a honey badger that didn’t give a shit, even if it resulted in mutual destruction.

      “We can still win this,” Niko said. She leaned in close and whispered, her breath on Sarah’s ear, “Play along. I’ll help you kill him in the next contest.”

      Sarah pulled away and looked at Niko. This random stranger of a girl had become a loyal friend in such a short time, a friend willing to go beyond the call of duty and deal out justice.

      “Now now, listen here,” Virgil said, mouth full, spraying bits of apple fritter about, “twelve is mucho better than nine. She might be bat-shit crazy, but she ain’t gettin’ out of here without us. We all gots somethin’ to gain here.”

      Play along. . . .

      That sounded like something Daiyu would say. What Sarah allowed the others to see, to know, would give her power over them. She simply had to bid her time, play her part, and wait for the right time to strike.

      Smiling would only foster suspicion, so she said, keeping an annoyed edge to her voice, “Fine. You’re the leader. Happy? We don’t have to be friends. We just have to escape.”

      “Wowzers!” he said, “she can be reasonable. Now let’s get on outa here!”
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        * * *

      

      Sarah stood in line at the first section with Niko and Abu. Technically, she wasn’t the party leader. For the exploit to work, the four groups had to have one party, which made Virgil the leader.

      He spread the groups out to each section and took his group to the last section. “In case this don’t work, I don’t want any of ya to die. The leader gotsta take the risk. That’s what I believe.”

      If it weren’t for the little fact that he had betrayed her—revealing his true nature as a piece-of-shit coward—she might be like all the others, ignorant of the truth that he was playing a game and didn’t, not for a stupid split second, care if any of them survived.

      She drew in a deep breath, hating that feeling of rage that promised reckless destruction, consequences be damned.

      She needed a stress ball.

      Reditus Prisha had warned them that the last boss didn’t drop a treasure. As soon as the boss died, the doorway to escape would open and only remain for a short time before the room reset.

      She wished them luck and returned to the cemetery to prepare for her own exit. Once the second contest concluded, her services would no longer be required, and it was back to Olindale for her. “But I’ll be looking for you, I will!” she had said before leaving.

      Abu made monkey noises, drawing the attention of those in line. Smiling people pointed, and he waved to them before crawling up onto a giggling Niko’s shoulder.

      He turned to Sarah and made more monkey noises. His red-winged fairy translated, “Ben say he believe you. Ben say Virgil make fun of Ben for purdy armor.”

      Sarah smiled. “That was my first set of armor. I’m glad someone is getting some use out of it. And it certainly looks better on you than me.”

      Abu or Ben grabbed his fuzzy little head and showed off his teeth in what was either a smile or a grimace. “Ben say you purdy, too! But but he be glad to have armor. Ben say he live lie in old life, not anymore.”

      Death will do that to you. She decided, only a few days ago, that she didn’t want to be the scared and helpless girl that could only experience adventures within books. And now look at her: nonstop adventure.

      In a very real way, it didn’t feel like she had started living until she had died. All of those fears, all of the But what ifs that had stopped her from trying new things, had created a safe life full of fiction. She loved fiction, but there was a stark difference between living someone else’s story and living your own.

      The line moved forward. They were next. Liam’s group in section two was already waiting at the wall, the employee yelling at them to touch the symbol or move to the back of the line.

      It looked like Mani at section three was about ready, and Virgil . . . Whatever. The fairies would tell them when to touch the stone.

      The employee at the front of section one—an older woman with light gray hair and pale skin—gave a bored wave, and Sarah stepped up to the black stone. Niko, still carrying Abu, stood there with her hands balled into fists.

      Olette messaged the other fairies, informing them that they were ready, then waited . . .

      And waited. . . .

      “Is there a problem?” the employee woman asked, arching an eyebrow and stepping over.

      “Umm,” Sarah said, stalling. “First-time jitters?”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “If you can’t handle a level one monster, maybe you’re not cut out for this. Don’t want to break a nail, do you?”

      Sarah glared. Today had started out so well, and now everyone seemed to be looking for a stupid opportunity to piss her off. “I guess,” she said with an inner-demon-infused attitude, “I should put on an ugly uniform and be a glorified turnstile. Do you even count?”

      The woman sucked in an astonished breath. “Oh! You think you’re better than me because you’re pretty? You’ve got some bark. Sure. But try this on for size. You’re banned!”

      Sarah scoffed. “Like you could enforce that.” This was their last day here, so who cared what this woman with a power trip could do.

      The woman marched straight up to Sarah and jabbed a boney finger at her chest.

      Sarah sidestepped the woman who instead jabbed the symbol, yelped, and shifted into an inky black, vanishing in an instant.

      Whoops. . . .

      Niko smiled nervously and looked at their ample audience waiting in the queue line. “Ehh, did you see that? Not cool. I think she went postal.”

      “Ready ready!” Olette said. It wasn’t a question. All parties were in position. “En . . . Three, two, one!” She withdrew a blinding storm of ID equal to 1,337.

      Sarah touched the golden symbol, which sucked in the glowing currency. That deep chill shot up her arm. Then, instead of being torn through the stone, she was torn toward the fourth section.

      Two realities clashed. She was no longer standing next to the archway. She was standing next to eleven others within the hardest challenge room, a cavernous cave with glowing white crystals jutting from the walls.

      A blue crystal three times larger than anything she had seen before floated near the center of a dozen stalagmites. It rotated slowly, light reflecting from its hard edges.

      Come. . . .

      Virgil, in his nasal commanding voice, said, “Ya’ll stick with yer parties. I gots the crystal. The moment ya know where the monster will form, surround it. One party to one monster. If ya finish, help the closest party. Don’t give these monsters a chance to react!”

      Everyone acknowledged the strategy. Strategy. At one point in this adventure, Sarah had been the strategist. How things change. . . .

      Virgil led his party toward the crystal, and everyone else spread out, fairies pointing at the slick protrusions of stone.

      There was no telling what sort of monsters would appear. The toughest one she had fought was the boss, which had been a level 6. The monsters here started at 16!

      Fragments of blue broke away from the crystal and formed into three streams of color. Sarah sprinted toward the closest one, which now hovered in the air as a sphere of shifting matter.

      “Get on the other side,” she told Niko.

      “Right! You’re bait, so I get my backstab bonus.”

      “I no want to be here!” Sixy said, zipping off to follow Niko.

      Flakes of crimson rushed out of Sarah’s palm and formed into her scythe. She then activated Sangarma, giving up 85 of her 200 essence to the ability’s essence reserve.

      Niko withdrew two black daggers, and Abu had the tiniest one-handed sword and a tower shield that stood at an impressive—for the little guy—one foot tall.

      The sphere solidified into a wide green monster with thick scales and jagged white bones sticking out of its back. It looked like a fat lizard. Or maybe a cross between lizard and turtle? But instead of a shell, it had bones. At the far end of its long tail was a spiky ball.

      Sarah sprinted forward and fired off three crimson shards dealing 30 damage and returning 15 of the 30 essence cost. Her scythe sliced into the monster’s scales, dealing an immediate 36 damage in red, then a second 40 damage.

      This weapon was awesome! And, apparently, the damage repeated based on . . . the length of the cut? Or maybe it had something to do with time. But figuring out how to hold it and how to attack with it was going to be troublesome.

      Scintillating flakes of color coalesced into the monster’s name and information.

      
        
        ¤ Lachosis [320/426hp]

        × Huge Beast Fighter · Lvl. 16

      

      

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Given that the boss had over two hundred health at level 6, it made reasonable sense that a level 16 would have near three times that.

      But these monsters didn’t have a skull at the end of their names. They weren’t bosses, so maybe that meant their stats would be much lower. Or they compensated for the lower health by having a higher attack?

      That thought zinged through her mind right before the spiky ball at the end of its tail slammed into a wall of light two feet away.

      The wall shattered like glass, giving her a precious second to dive away. That could have been her face!

      “Move move!” Olette yelled. She hit her pumpkin armor, making it laugh, and flew out in front of the Lachosis.

      Abu ran from the spot that had formed the shield and plunged his sword into the monster’s black clawed foot for 4 damage.

      Niko—on the other side—was hacking and slashing with everything she had while the monster’s attention was elsewhere, shooting off a dozen bold -12s and -16s into the air.

      The monster roared and turned toward the thief.

      While its back was turned, Sarah jumped to her feet, fired off crimson shards, then tore her scythe through its back and side, managing to trigger three separate damage attacks in one, dealing a total of 137 damage.

      A long blue sword spun through the air. It produced a whirling whistle, then ended in a low thunk, sticking from the monster’s side. Ice crystals started to form on the green scales.

      The Lachosis groaned and collapsed. Its many cuts bled out an inky black, then turned to ash. It was the last of the three monsters to die, producing a handful of ID to float toward Virgil.

      Liam held his hand out like a Jedi Master, and his sword launched from the cremains of the monster, spun, and returned to its owner.

      Everyone cheered! The fairies celebrated near the ceiling, shouting their congratulations and offering moral support from where they were hiding by the floating glass fragments.

      This just might be possible despite the vast difference in level between the adventurers and the monsters.

      Niko blew a raspberry. “Not cool, Liam. I didn’t get to steal from it!”

      Sarah laughed. “Let’s focus on surviving, not loot. When we win, you’ll have a whole heaven to steal from, thousands, maybe millions of targets.”

      “You really think that?”

      “Why not? It’s heaven. There are billions of people on Earth. There’s got to be a lot of people in heaven.”

      Niko beamed. “Hell yeah!” she yelled and slid her daggers into their sheaths. “That’s going to be so cool. And we’re going to be roommates, right? And go on adventures. And—”

      “—eat lots of pastries,” Sarah finished.

      “Yes yes yes!” Olette said. “I be there. Be strong adventurer en kill bad bad monsters.”

      “You?” Niko asked.

      “Yes, we win. I be human.”

      The challenge room’s chest appeared where the summoning crystal had been. Virgil opened the chest and accepted the three items.

      “I gots the loot assigned to me,” he said. “This way, those who be needin’ it the most, gets it. I thinks that be fair.” He crinkled his nose. “Huh. Even this place gots the rotten apples.”

      People laughed.

      Sarah sighed. Fair? Right.

      There was a high likelihood that she wouldn’t get anything from the treasure chests. At least she got 25% of all health lost from every monster and every person, provided she was close enough. They had to split the experience eleven ways.

      “Yo Liam,” Virgil said, “gots a ring of +10% cold damage. That makes the most sense for you, don’tcha think?” He threw a blue ring to Liam and turned back to everyone else.

      “Ya’ll did good. But totes my goats, it gonna get tough as fingernails out there. Jus’ do what ya jus’ did, and everythin’ will be jus’ fine.”

      He turned toward the two walls with symbols glowing on them: one red, one blue. “Well now, who’s ready for another?”
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      Twelve adventurers—underleveled as they were—fighting for their survival within challenge rooms meant for three turned out to be easy peasy.

      Sort of.

      Getting hit by a relatively high leveled monster or trap, whether there were twelve of you or just one, really lacked the fun factor.

      In one room, Mani bounced—like a flailing, screaming, very-practiced-in-the-arts-of-cursing pinball—off of two trees before breaking a third in half. Her armor lasted a single hit!

      What was impressive about Mani, however, was how the woman brought extra sets of armor like someone would pack extra pairs of underwear.

      Apparently, the more experienced adventurers had taught her to swap armor between rooms. Such a simple but brilliant idea! And here, Sarah had her one set of ¤ Nulok Leather Armor, doing all she could to prevent damaging it.

      Speaking of armor, Sangarma turned out to be very hard to use. It didn’t simply absorb damage in exchange for essence. It required focusing on where and how she’d get hit for the armor to shift to that position.

      Without any focus, Sangarma absorbed the smallest amount of damage, which was probably why the skill listed 0% as a potential amount of absorption. Not very useful, that.

      In any case, this taught a very important rule for exploiting high-level dungeons: don’t get hit. The experience was great; the loot, cool—even if, as she predicted, her party was precluded from such benefits—but be in the wrong place at the right time? It got ugly.

      Oddly enough, the bosses presented the least amount of challenge. The normal challenge rooms had multiple monsters, which divided the attack force. Bosses, on the other hand, were singular monsters, if not powerful monsters. They had minions, but if the boss died, so did the minions.

      Twelve frenzied adventurers attacking a single boss had the thing dead in record time. The beautiful spoils, then, got divvied out to the less fortunate of the lot.

      The most aggravating thing about that was how Virgil always glanced over as if ready to call her name. She didn’t even want anything from that stupid piece of shit! But his smug face every- single- fucking- time felt like he was hoping she’d succumb to the urgings of her inner demon and deprive him of his balls.

      And after the urges passed, she always felt sick for imagining such disgusting, monstrous things to do to another human.

      Not long ago—in a library far, far away—she would have written poetry to assail his penis size. But now? She literally had to fight against doing the evil things her mind had envisioned.

      Niko saved the day, always quick to say something distracting or quip a joke at Virgil’s expense. Without her, there would have been no holding back. The oath of his demise wanted to be fulfilled.

      By the time they cleared the fifteenth, and second to last, challenge room—a room covered in snow and ice, the monsters like white and fluffy Ewoks that made frozen cages and threw large icicles—Sarah had gained two levels.

      She sat on a frozen rock not too far from a very intimidating set of stone doors, fifty feet high, lit by half a dozen ominous blue fire pillars. It marked the last challenge room, the last boss room.

      Her new skill option was another utility skill focused on movement. While such a skill seemed predominantly Dexterity-based, this one was a hybrid, upping whichever attribute was the lowest between Strength and Dexterity.

      
        
        ¤ Levis [Strength/Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

        » Essence: 1.4 per Second

        ·

        » Spend 1.4 essence [Highest of Strength/Dexterity ÷ 10] per second to increase movement and attack speed by up to 24% [(10% × Skill Level) + Highest of Strength/Dexterity].

        ·

        » This skill does not have a cooldown time.

      

      

      Her Strength attribute—even with the +1 boost ¤ Nulok Leather Armor provided—was a measly 8. It was her worst stat by far. Empowering it helped, but doing so cost a great deal of essence and only lasted a single second.

      She had Olette apply both skill points to Levis and increased her Strength to a natural 9. With the help of her armor, it became 10. Further, with Levis at level 2, it boosted movement speed by 34% when activated.

      Sarah flexed her bicep. “I’ve got muscles,” she said proudly.

      “Pfft! You still twig,” Olette said.

      “Am not. If anyone is a twig, it’s you.”

      “No no no no no! I strong fairy. I picked up big hammer en en en slimes. See me muscles? See see?”

      “I see! Such big muscles you have.”

      “Yes yes.”

      “Almost as big as my finger.”

      “Yes yes! Oh . . . you tease. I be small, yes, but strong for size!”

      Niko walked over from where the others were taking a break, her footsteps somehow crunching snow silently. Abu sat on her shoulder, playing with her hair. “My armor is smashed,” she said with a frown. “I should have bought another set. Not cool.”

      “Mine’s not much better,” Sarah said. “Eighteen out of seventy.”

      “At least you have armor. I just know I’m going to get cut or something, and it’s going to hurt.”

      “I still have armor!” Olette said, grinning. She slapped the side of her ¤ Cursed Pumpkin armor, and it lit up. Haunted laughs projected from all around.

      No one looked up, having gotten used to the laughing outbursts a dozen rooms back. Even the other fairies didn’t react. They stopped teasing her when they realized she, unlike them, was actually being helpful.

      Apology Twelve glanced over from Virgil’s group, a frown on her face. Apparently, the two once-besties weren’t talking anymore, which, no doubt, had something to do with Virgil.

      Niko smiled. It was a smile that didn’t hide the lingering worry on her face. But—more than likely—it wasn’t the potential of pain that worried her. It was the anxiety of not knowing what would come next.

      After they vanquished the boss hiding behind those stone doors, the next challenge would start. It was this that would determine whether or not they got to live.

      Sarah took Niko’s hand and quoted Sangviteus. “We are badass motherfuckers. I’m not going to let anything happen to you. We’re going to win this contest, you and I. And you too, Abu.”

      “Yes yes yes!” Olette yelled. “We no losers. We strong en win en get wish. Sixy wish for more panties! He be dumb dumb.”

      “I no dumb dumb!” Sixy said, crossing his arms. “Wish to be human be dumb dumb.”

      Olette gasped. “You take back! I no dumb dumb. What you wish for, huh huh huh?”

      “I wish for important thing!”

      “I no believe. You wish for panties. I know it.”

      “No! I wish for . . .”

      “For. . .?

      He looked away and muttered. “For world peace en end to hunger.”

      Everyone stared. A moment later, Niko broke the silence. “You can wish for that?”

      Olette giggled. “What world, hmm? Gameus pick snail world, haha!”

      “For fairies!” Sixy said. “I from low branch. Low branch fight for food. It be good wish. Your wish be shellfish.”

      “I no— I . . . I help others when I be adventurer. You see! I no shellfish.”

      “It’s selfish,” Sarah said with a smile.

      “Last room!” Virgil yelled, ruining the moment. “Y’all have come so far. I’m proud of ye. Amber—may the Cycle be kind to her—would want us to finish what we started.

      “We got this! It’s as easy as cake. Stick together, follow my instructions, and we’ll get out of this. Any questions before I open the big ol’ door?”

      He paused to give people a chance to speak up. When no one said anything, he nodded, glanced at Sarah, made a nearly imperceptible shake of his head, then turned toward the boss’s door.

      This was the first boss encounter that didn’t present multiple options or a quick way to transfer between rooms.

      He walked to the door—he and his two friends and their colorful fairies tiny before its grand size—and placed his palm on the stone.

      The room shook. The two sides of the giant door split at the center and started to open. A gale of icy wind shot toward that opening, carrying flakes of snow that shimmered in the crystal light.

      Sarah led her party to the back of the group. Everyone had their weapons ready, grim determination etched on their faces, waiting to see what the last challenge room of the Mad Queen’s gauntlet would be and perhaps wondering if they’d lose anyone else.

      Beyond the opening door were black stone platforms hovering in darkness. Virgil and his two goons took the lead. He quickly gave instructions for Liam to follow, then Mani, then Sarah.

      Shards of ice in the current room started to press out of the walls, filling the open space, making it evident that staying here wasn’t an option.

      The room ahead was almost like walking into a divinity’s domain, except the chunks of ground were not smooth. They were covered in brittle and chipped rocks that crunched underfoot as they all moved in from the snowscape.

      Sarah summoned her scythe, feeling a modicum of comfort with the dangerous weapon in hand. Over the last two hours, it had become a remarkable weapon, flexible in how it could be used at length or close or—with the use of Phantom Strike—as a ranged weapon.

      “Remember,” Sarah whispered now for the dozenth time.

      “No stealing,” Niko finished with an eye roll. “You don’t have to tell me every time, you know? I’m not a child. Not cool, Sarah.”

      The door slammed shut behind them. A good fifteen feet of black rock closest to the door cracked and crumbled. The jagged pieces fell away into the void, eternally silent. Falling would be an instant failure.

      These platforms were going to make surrounding the boss difficult. And if they couldn’t surround the boss and kill it quickly, minions would become far greater of a problem than before.

      Virgil seemed to be thinking the same thing. “Hey Sarah, keep yer party in the back! Everyone else, stay close. The boss will—”

      A deep growl rumbled the ground, making the chipped rocks bounce. Two platforms ahead of him, a hand as large as their entire group combined—a hand with long jagged black claws that could, most certainly, tear castle walls down—anchored to the edge.

      Giant black antlers—a chaotic interweaving of horns that flowed toward a hundred sharp tips stained red—raised up, connected to an elongated face, one that might have resembled a deer but was now emaciated nearly beyond recognition. It had a tight gray coat. Most of its hair was missing to reveal stretching and tearing hide over bone.

      It pulled itself up, its body far too large for any of the platforms, and looked down at the party with black eyes, its snout wrapped in iron with four long nails driven through it.

      Virgil commanded everyone to act. One team charged the hand, another fired off projectiles, and his team assaulted the front. A blue sword spun through the air and slammed into the monster’s right eye, dealing 23 damage in white, along with a storm of other damage numbers.

      Flakes of color formed into its health bar, one with a skull at the end of it.

      
        
        ¤ Maelfacio [338/455ap]

        × Elite Undead Mage · Lvl. 34

      

      

      The boss had some sort of stupid armor preventing damage to its health, which would also prevent her from absorbing any essence. Things that had armor were such a pain!

      More damage numbers floated up into the darkness, doing nothing of consequence. But something was happening. The long metal nails that held Maelfacio’s mouth shut were starting to glow.

      No one seemed to notice, fixated on their one-and-only true strategy: mindlessly unleash all of their attacks as fast as possible. But terrifyingly-large monsters like this didn’t do things for no reason.

      It was . . . charging?

      “Abu!” she yelled at the monkey on Niko’s shoulder. “Prepare a shield.”

      He squeaked and jumped to the black rock ahead, his tower shield at the ready.

      Those nails glowed brightly. Maelfacio leaned back, a growling noise in its chest, then the nails exploded into fragments of white, forming into an astral projection of the boss. It burst forward, carrying large chunks of its antlers through the many adventurers.

      Everyone was knocked back, taking anywhere from 30 to 47 damage in one attack! Virgil’s friend, closest to the edge, took a large chunk of horn to his chest, launching him over the side. His scream was swallowed by the darkness.

      Abu’s shield shattered but not before deflecting the projectiles. He smiled a mouth of tiny teeth and nodded his furry head.

      Now that the nails in the boss’s snout were gone, the monstrous thing could apparently take damage. A lone -11 in red drifted above, revealing a new health bar set to 1,001/1,012hp.

      “Don’t stop!” Virgil yelled, completely unfazed by losing a friend. He summoned four white balls that hovered over his hand. Each one morphed to form something he had seen recently. In this case, they became large chunks of antlers.

      They launched from him and slammed into Maelfacio’s nose, dealing 18 damage each, no doubt boosted by the form they took.

      The black and red antlers the boss had launched were not gone. They formed into minions ten feet tall, held together by what looked like disgusting snakes acting like ropes, constantly shifting beneath the horns.

      Six of the minions formed, each holding a whip made of red lightning that connected hundreds of tiny horn fragments together. They immediately started attacking everyone from behind, everyone except for one particular party that had been kept out of the battle until now.

      Sarah issued her commands and dashed toward the closest minion, slicing her scythe through its mid. This did 38 damage, which was quickly followed by Niko’s 27 damage from two quick dagger attacks and Abu’s 3 damage.

      The minion’s health bar materialized.

      
        
        ¤ Cornaemon [180/248hp]

        × Large Construct Fighter · Lvl. 16

      

      

      There were six of these!

      The monster reacted immediately and tore its glowing red whip through the air at Sarah.

      She triggered Levis for a single second, shifting away from the attack that felt slow, then empowered her Strength and swiped her scythe through its legs from behind, knocking it to its back.

      The boost to Strength increased damage by 10, which did a total of 46 damage, returning 23 of the 30 essence she had used to empower her ability.

      Other essence was drifting across the battle toward her, all from wounds suffered by team members since the boss was too far away to absorb its essence.

      Niko sprinted past two other minions, Sixy following from behind, yelling profanities. She nicked them to draw their aggro from the other team members.

      Sarah’s minion swung its whip wildly, making it sing as it sliced the air in a protective pattern. She fired Crimson Shards into its chest for 30 damage.

      The Cornaemon seemed to understand that its defenses were incapable of preventing her attacks. It shifted tactics, shoving itself to its feet and changing the whip’s angle to lash out at her.

      She triggered Levis again and empowered her eyes, which highlighted the flow of essence coursing through its many antlers and those creepy as all-get-out snakes.

      The whip suddenly slowed. She moved through the gaps, grabbed the monster’s antlers that made up its chest, and bit its high yield point, immediately draining 20 health. About four seconds later—and taking 12 damage to her armor: 6/70—the monster turned to ash.

      Niko screamed, pain in her voice. One of the red lightning whips had wrapped her waist, slicing black lines through her already depleted armor. She tried to grab the whip, but it cut her hands, sending little -4s and -6s overhead.

      The Cornaemon who had trapped her was standing on a different platform, pulling her to the edge of this platform.

      “Help the dumb dumb!” Olette yelled and flew off, slapping her armor over and over in an attempt to get it to light up.

      Sarah was on her feet and running toward Niko in a fraction of a Levis-empowered second.

      Abu sprinted along Sarah’s side, and a glowing white wall materialized just in time to deflect a red whip from another Cornaemon, a whip she hadn’t even seen.

      Shit! If not for Abu, she could have just died there, all because she wasn’t using her essence. Stupid stupid stupid! There were times to be sparing with one’s resources but now was not that time.

      She empowered her hearing, sight, and smell. The darkness fell back, lighting the world in crisp detail. Every scent existed in a precise location. And every sound worked as an alarm, carrying vital information about what was happening.

      She became spatially aware of the mayhem, of the seven others fighting against Maelfacio, of the five remaining Cornaemons pulling people’s attention away from their primary target.

      Niko, on hands and knees, clawed for any possible handhold as she was being dragged backward, losing health by the second.

      Virgil was about to be attacked from behind. As was Mani. And one of the minions marched toward Sarah, the same one who had nearly caught her about the neck.

      With Levis still active, she blurred in a sidestep from another attempt at her neck, fired a spray of Crimson Shards at the Cornaemons approaching both Mani and Virgil, then triggered Phantom Strike, tearing her scythe through the air in the direction of Niko.

      A crescent slice of crimson light shot out toward the minion trying to pull Niko off the platform. The projection of an attack cut through the whip and slammed into the other platform, leaving a deep wedge just below the Cornaemon’s feet.

      The rock crumbled, and the monster toppled into the darkness, gone in an instant without one utterance of a sound.

      Sarah grabbed Niko just as the whistling noise of a whip approached. They rolled, and the whip sliced into the rock where Niko had been.

      Apparently, three of the four remaining minions were now very interested in dealing out a bit of revenge, which, all things considered, was a good thing.

      Niko, wide-eyed and gasping, hand pressed to her waist—the whip no longer there, but the black damage marks remaining—whispered, “You’re so cool.”

      Sarah smiled. They weren’t out of the woods just yet. She commanded Abu to distract the last minion that Olette was kicking in the face, calling it, Poop-snot. Sarah shot another spray of Crimson Shards to ensure the minions didn’t forget who their enemy was.

      Hand-in-hand, she pulled Niko to the very back of the main platform near the large door. It was a dead end. No other platforms were in jumping distance from here.

      The strategy was simple: give the others as much time from the minions’ attacks as possible by painting the biggest damn target on herself, far from the others.

      Three Cornaemons approached, tearing their glowing red whips through the air in an X pattern.

      Sarah’s inner demon very much didn’t like being pushed into the corner. Their odds were . . . well, not favorable. They had already killed two, but those weren’t attacking together like now.

      “Y-you have your dash!” Sarah said, grasping for solutions. “Once they are in range, I want you to dash behind them.”

      “And leave you? Not cool!”

      “Dash behind them and draw their attention. You got that?”

      Niko nodded. “B-but I suck at Flash Step.”

      “You don’t suck, okay? You’re going to do great. You’re going to get behind those stupid antler monsters and distract them when I give the signal, then I’ll attack from behind.”

      She looked dubious but said, “Okay.”

      Sarah fired another barrage of Crimson Shards, knocking some health off the approach wall of death. When the monsters were fifteen feet away, she gave the signal.

      Niko grinned, determination in her eyes. She had practiced this numerous times: in the park, the city, and every other place with a long stretch of unobstructed flat ground. She blurred, launching herself forward in a fraction of a second.

      The leading minion jerked.

      Niko crashed backward, hand on her forehead, saying, “Owie owie owie!” She looked up, a grimace on her face, and said, “You weren’t supposed to be there!”

      This public admonishment did not yield the expected result. The Cornaemons looked at her, whips held high, then burst into ash.

      Oh, thank God!

      The boss had been defeated. Sarah ran up to Niko, pulled the girl to her feet, and turned to find seven others, including Abu, racing toward the newly opened rectangle of white light.

      The door to the next contest!

      “Go go go!” Olette yelled. “No be slow. Door close soon, dumb dumbs!” She seemed to time that perfectly with the ground in how it started shaking.

      They sprinted for the door, a burst of renewed energy in every step. This whole ordeal, all of the challenge rooms and bosses and dealing with everyone had been so exhausting.

      Virgil, acting as the honorable team captain, stayed at the door as he ushered everyone else through. He patted them on the backs as they went, giving each person—even Abu—praise.

      Sarah wanted to roll her eyes, to sigh loudly and obnoxiously at Virgil’s fake praise. The guy did not care about anyone, which should have been evident in how he didn’t react at all when his friend died at the start of the boss battle.

      But whatever.

      It didn’t matter.

      They were finally done working together, and she would get her sweet, sweet revenge in the next challenge.

      Virgil turned to them, the last of his team, waving for them to hurry. “The door’s closing!” he said, which was true. The rectangle of light had started to shrink.

      His concerned expression changed. The edges of his lips pulled up, and his eyes took on a hard edge. It was hardly a warning, but alarm bells were loud and clear.

      And too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah gasped. Something seized her foot, and she bellyflopped the ground hard enough to draw a -2 from her armor.

      Niko crashed close by, sucking air through her teeth, the black of her soul showing through a new gash on her chin.

      The ground that had very much appeared to be black rock a second ago was now covered in crisscrossing glowing white lines.

      A trap?

      Virgil sneered, saying in a voice that sounded nothing like him, losing the whiney nasal sound and accent. “Ah, the look on your face is priceless! Hey, did you know the fairies could do this? Take a picture. I want to remember this.”

      Apology Twelve frowned but complied with her order. She summoned a small screen and tapped a button in the air.

      “Why you help him?” Olette asked. “He bad. He no good for heaven.”

      Apology Twelve didn’t reply.

      “Don’t do this!” Niko yelled, struggling against the magic of his trap. They were both so close to the door, so close to escaping!

      He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “You’re pulling at my heart strings, girl. You’re just collateral damage. Should choose your friends better next time.

      “But you,” he said to Sarah, “ohhh, I had you wrapped around my finger this entire time. Embarrassing, really, but oh- so- gratifying! Checkmate, Susan.”

      His . . . voice, his mannerisms, his entire persona had completely changed. The shock of it hit like a truck filled with dynamite.

      She fought back her immediate reaction, the one infused by her inner demon. It wanted to scream and tear his eyes out! But that reaction had no chance of helping.

      Instead, putting aside every revolting emotion, every desire—if not for her, for Niko—she whispered, “Please?”

      Virgil laughed. Not overly loud and dramatic, but a gentleman’s laugh, controlled and fake. “That’s what Tod said when I hunted him down and killed him. Sissy boy lawyer to the end.”

      Tod. . .?

      Sarah glared, losing control of her inner demon. She yanked at the white lines, finding that there had been multiple traps laid over each other, each a web of impossibly strong, sticky ropes.

      He watched her struggle, a glint in his eyes, the world shaking and collapsing, rocks turning to fragments of black that merged with everything around them.

      It was this that he craved . . .

      The struggle.

      Full, fiery, murderous rage burned through every vein. She screamed! He smiled. She infused her Strength with 120 essence and tore her feet free and one wrist, snapping multiple ropes in the process.

      Surprise flashed across his face, but her empowerment ended before she could free her other wrist, failing to have enough essence to try again.

      “Guess you’re just not all that special,” he said. “Goodbye, Sarah and Niko. It has been a delight. Would do it again!” He turned toward the now four-foot rectangle and ducked through it.

      The trap started to break apart.

      Sarah tore her hand free.

      “Hurry!” Sixy yelled.

      “I help,” Olette said, pulling on one of Niko’s ropes and sticking to it. “No time!”

      Then . . . the doorway shattered.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah jerked upright, sucking in a breath. She sat on a Return stone within the cemetery, the many Reditai conversing among themselves or helping others.

      Gameus’s curse now had a countdown to the inevitable end of her existence. It promised—in 173 minutes—a quick escape back to the Primordial Sea of Souls, back to the Cycle where she would live and die for hundreds of more years, never knowing her past lives, never persisting.

      Niko had returned on the next slab. She just laid there, watching the stained-glass-colored light play across the blue granite stones above.

      “That fucker!” Sarah yelled, her voice echoing. Everyone turned, judgment or pity in their eyes. She didn’t care about what they thought of her. In a little less than three hours, she would cease to be, and they would continue on, stuck in their little prison.

      “We . . . gave it our best,” Niko said. She had tears in her eyes, knowing all too well that even if they could find another team and tackle the challenge rooms again, there was simply no way to finish before their souls were reclaimed.

      But despite that, she . . . smiled.

      How could she smile? They failed! Sarah wanted to let the rage burn away everything, fight against the cruel hand fate had dealt her. But Niko’s smile stilled that rage, a touch of ice to fire.

      The girl breathed in deeply. “It’s raining.” She pushed herself off the Return stone and hopped onto Sarah’s stone, shoulder against shoulder.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I want to come back as a butterfly w-with beautiful wings. Purple wings. That would be so cool, don’t you think?”

      Sarah’s throat tightened. No, that wasn’t cool. Returning to the Cycle wasn’t cool. Failing this contest wasn’t cool! But she couldn’t say any of that, not now, not to Niko, who looked as frail as a glass figurine teetering on the edge, dangerously above certain destruction.

      Sixy flew in, followed by Olette. Neither of them glided through the air with excitement, trickling fairy dust behind them. They came as a matter of obligation despite knowing it was over.

      Niko said something to Sixy.

      He frowned for a long moment, almost looking like he’d cry, then nodded.

      Sarah raised an eyebrow. “What did—”

      “You still have a chance,” Niko said, grinning. She pulled her ring off and placed it in Sarah’s hand.

      “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “I’m taking back control of my life, doing what I want to do, not being forced to play by someone else’s rules. That’s just not me; it’s not cool.

      “I don’t care what the great Cycle thinks. I’m going to be a beautiful butterfly with purple wings. I’m going to fly and live freely with no regrets.”

      Niko said this last bit with determination. She leaned in close, gently caressed Sarah’s cheek, then kissed her.

      Sarah stiffened, surprised. This wasn’t who she was but . . . but that didn’t matter, did it? The kiss held a tingling warmth of love and acceptance and felt oh so final and sad.

      Niko broke away, tears now running down her cheeks. “Thank you,” she whispered. “You’ll always be the coolest one to me. Win this, okay?”

      Win this? There was no winning. . . .

      Niko leaned back, drew in a deep breath, shoulders shaking, and scratched a mana line through her curse.

      “No!” Sarah yelled, grabbing Niko’s hand as if to repair the damage. But the girl turned into a billion blue lights like a hologram, her last frame of reference frozen in the air, smiling for a few seconds before the lights broke apart and drifted upward.

      Everyone gawked, watching a kind and thoughtful soul disseminate toward the tallest reaches of the cemetery’s high ceiling and disappear, gone . . . forever.

      A deep ache pressed into Sarah’s chest. She hadn’t made many friends in life—books, books were her friends!—and now, one of the precious few had . . . had just . . . died.

      Sixy fluttered there, holding a pair of purple panties. He gently folded them and said, “Bestest pair. Cherish forever, I will.” He magicked them away and looked at Sarah. “Niko say only coolest people escape, ehhh . . . through Teddy.”

      Teddy? Of course! She could challenge the Queen’s beast and escape.

      “But,” Olette said, “no one win against Teddy.”

      “No play fair,” Sixy said, pointing to the ¤ Motusi Ring in Sarah’s hand. “Use Flash Step.”

      It could work. The adventurers who had challenged Teddy before were looking for a fight to achieve honor or fame. But what if she avoided the fight altogether?

      That thought entwined with another: Nico could have used the ring to escape but didn’t. She gave it up, gave it away so Sarah would have a chance.

      She would not waste it.

      “Thank you, Sixy,” Sarah said.

      He nodded and smiled, holding a hand out. “Can I have your panties?”

      “I don’t have any.”

      He gasped at the idea that she was going commando—not that it mattered when she had armor on—and looked at her groin.

      “Hey, stop that.”

      “Oh! So sorry, I am. Here be Nico’s ID. I-I-I must go now. Chosen gone, I return to other fairies. Bye bye!” A flood of ID passed from him to Sarah, then he scratched the symbol off the back of his hand and dispersed into blue light.

      “Sixy be creep,” Olette said. “En he no ask me for panties. Pfft! But snail say you have 1,589 ID!”

      “Oh my, Sarah?” Reditus Prisha asked from behind.

      Sarah clenched her jaw, the fiery heat returning to her chest. None of this—the failure to escape, Niko’s true death, and now being forced down the only possible way to escape, through Teddy—would have happened if it wasn’t for Reditus Prisha.

      The woman singlehandedly ruined everything. How could she have been so stupid to reveal their secret method of escape to anyone, and worst of all, to Virgil?

      It all felt too . . . convenient. Almost— No, it couldn’t be. Were they working together? That poisonous thought spiraled down to every tiny interaction, every shared thought.

      It didn’t matter. None of this mattered. The only thing that mattered now was escaping this heaven, finishing the contest, and butchering Virgil.

      Sarah jumped off the Return stone and replaced her ¤ Chelar Ring—granting +2 Dexterity and +10 Stamina—with the ¤ Motusi Ring, granting Flash Step and +3 Dexterity for a total of 15.

      Olette deposited the spare ring, turning it into a swirl of crimson liquid that flaked away.

      Reditus Prisha gently grabbed Sarah’s shoulder. “What happened?”

      Sarah slapped the woman’s hand away and glared, her inner demon hungry to refill her nearly empty essence. “What do you think happened?”

      “You died, you did. I’m so sorry.”

      “Are you?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’re going to pretend that you had nothing to do with Virgil betraying us TEN FEET FROM THE FUCKING EXIT!”

      “I . . . what?”

      “Get out of my way.”

      “But Sar—”

      “MOVE!” Sarah marched past her, marched through all the silent stares of confused and curious onlookers. This would, no doubt, make its way through the grapevine.

      Who cares what they all think. In less than three hours, it would be over, one way or another.

      Outside, dark clouds churned their massive bodies so very high above, flashing here and there, thunder booming. Heavy raindrops in a torrential downpour splattered the streets and buildings and statues.

      “We fight Teddy?” Olette asked, arms arched over her head.

      “I-I need better armor first,” Sarah said over the rain, latching onto something actionable. “Or a repair.” Despite being incredibly careful, ¤ Nulok Leather Armor’s AP had dropped to 4/70. Even if she tricked Teddy and escaped, having full armor increased her odds in the next challenge.

      Hell, she had nearly 1,600 ID. She could buy much better armor now, maybe something with more stat bonuses or a special skill.

      There wasn’t much time to be choosy, but she didn’t need a lot of time. Teddy represented one challenge room, one boss fight next to a glowing white doorway, allowing passage without even killing the boss.

      She could do this.

      The rain dissuaded all but the most stubborn of people from the market street. There were no open booths, no merchants yelling out to passersby.

      She reached out her hand and focused, calling to her horse, its soul entwined with hers. Countless bats squeaked, forming from nothing. They flew to a single spot in front of her and melded into one fierce-looking black horse she had most appropriately named Nightmare, despite the cliche.

      People gaped, watching through windows. Wherever she went, whatever she did, people gaped and pointed and whispered about her. There simply was no hiding from who she was now. She was not a bookworm languishing in the shadows.

      She was the shadows.

      Sarah jumped onto Nightmare and rushed forward through the sheets of water, horseshoes clopping the cobblestones, ringing out an alarm to get out of the way or be crushed. The horse didn’t care, and—presently—neither did she.

      Buru’s shop took seconds to get to. She jumped from Nightmare’s back, and it burst apart into bats, scaring a group of adventurers who ran off, hands guarding their heads.

      She opened the door. Three translucent bells rang in the air before fading. Every aisle had customers, either there for the armor or to get out of the rain.

      Buru turned from a client, locked eyes with the sopping wet mess that was Sarah, and frowned. No doubt, he wasn’t expecting to see her ever again.

      “I need the best armor you have,” she said, walking up to him and cutting off the man Buru was helping. “O-or the best I can get for about 1,600 ID.” She whipped her red hair out of her face, spraying someone inspecting a rack of postcards.

      “Miss Sarah. . . .” he said, his fingers clasped in front of him, thumbs twiddling.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Truly sorry, Miss Sarah,” he said, not looking at her, “but you be needing to go somewhere else.”

      “Somewhere else?” she asked, glancing at Olette, who shrugged. “What do you mean? I know you have armor, chests of it.”

      Olette flew toward the wall beyond the front counter. The picture of them posing with Sarah in her new ¤ Sumilian Hide Armor had been replaced by a flyer with what looked like a drawing of her, glaring menacingly.

      
        
        ¤ WANTED!

        × Demon With Red Eyes.

        » Bounty: 5,000 ID

        ·

        » Practice extreme caution when apprehending the target or alert the Queen’s Guard. Information concerning this woman’s whereabouts may result in a partial reward.

        ·

        » If you are caught helping this criminal, the Queen’s Guard will levy charges against you. If the amount cannot be paid, it may be paid by time served in the Pit of Despair.

      

      

      “But,” Sarah said, then lowered her voice, “I just bought this armor from you this morning. Can you at least repair it?”

      Buru stiffened and looked at all the eavesdroppers, some with their phones out, tapping. “Helping a criminal be something I will not do.” He waved his hand, and a suit of black metal armor hopped off the display stand and started to march toward her.

      She took a step back.

      A guy with blond hair and a goatee in the next aisle over drew his sword. Buru gave the man a stern look, which made him falter and resheath his sword.

      All of the consequences of her actions were starting to pile on. But wasn’t it the merchants who wanted her to attack the guards? The second the guards pushed back, the merchants folded like a bunch of cowards.

      “You all be dumb dumbs!” Olette yelled.

      Sarah needed armor. However, Buru was not the only person who had armor. “I’m going, okay?” she said in a small voice.

      Buru didn’t deserve to pay fines or serve time in the Pit of Despair—whatever that was—on her account. But he could have given her some sort of signal to sneak into the back or something. Would it have been that big of a risk?

      No signal came. The only thing still marching toward her was the black armor.

      She left the shop, stepping back into the downpour. Her horse formed, and she was off to her next best option, a true friend, someone who absolutely loved vampires.

      A quarter of the way around the topmost ring, she slowed. Catriona’s cafe had something like two dozen guards out in front. Someone must have tipped them off that she had been providing lodging for the demon.

      “Why here?” Olette asked.

      Sarah forced out a breath, the embers of rage ready to burn. “Kenneth is a dragon slayer,” she said. “I was hoping I could buy armor from him. He’s got to have multiple sets.”

      “That be smart!”

      “Only if I can talk to Catriona.”

      She eased back a dozen feet so as to not draw attention, then dismissed Nightmare. She could just wait until they left, then get Catriona to convince Kenneth to help the poor wet vampire.

      She walked up to the side of the closest store, one selling clothing, and peered beyond the edge. They had dragged Catriona out into the rain, questioning her loudly so everyone could bear witness to the answers given.

      Catriona yelled, “I dinnae know she was breakin’ any laws. That’s the truth of it. Ye goan leave ma business alone, I—” She caught Sarah’s eye. At least the woman knew now and could get rid of the guards.

      Come on . . . say something, so the guards don’t get suspicious.

      Instead of words, Catriona found the use of sign language to be a more effective method of communication. Sarah didn’t know sign language, but it didn’t take much to understand a finger being pointed in her direction.

      What. . .?

      The guards turned.

      “No no no no no!” Olette cried.

      Sarah whipped around to find four other fairies attacking Olette. She equipped her pumpkin armor and punched one in the mouth.

      “You break laws!” one of the fairies said. “You bad fairy, bad fairy learn to read.”

      “Leave her alone!” Sarah yelled. Flakes of crimson essence pooled into the length of her scythe, dropping her essence to 7/220.

      “It’s the fker!” another fairy squeaked.

      Sarah summoned her horse, ready to get the hell out of here. Maybe she didn’t need armor after all. Before she could jump on, however, something slammed against her back. White hot agony jolted through her as if a bolt of lightning had struck her, driving her to her knees.

      Someone grabbed the back of her neck and twisted her arm behind her. “Let . . . go,” she said weakly, finding it difficult to breathe, difficult to think with her essence so low.

      Her inner demon growled. These insignificant people were just essence fodder. She twisted around and bit a hand, drawing a mouthful of dry powder and coughing.

      A guard slammed his baton against her head. The world melted. A ringing noise replaced the sounds of people shouting. Cold droplets of rain pattered against her cheek, her other cheek pressed hard against the street.

      She couldn’t move, couldn’t see.

      “Aye, that be her.” Catriona’s voice said from overhead. At least it had a sad tone, one befitting someone who had just sold out a friend.

      The guards lifted Sarah up, her arms tied behind herself, and forced her toward the stairs. They were taking her down somewhere. She tried to walk, stumbling, strong hands holding her arms.

      Olette had disappeared, taken by the other fairies for simply wanting to read. The injustice of it summoned hot rage.

      Sarah growled and tried to twist away from the damn Q-tip guards. This rewarded her with a jolt of searing pain, pain that forced her muscles to contract, arching her back, a low whine caught in her throat. It stopped after a second, then she collapsed, barely kept from rolling down the stairs by the guards.

      “Was expecting more of a fight, really,” said a guy to her right, one of the guards who now dragged her.

      A woman from behind added, “Well, you best be thanking the gods you found her during the day. She ain’t the same as last night. Apparently, demons don’t like sunlight.”

      “Not exactly sunny today, is it?”

      “She probably thought she was safe, don’tcha think? Underestimating the Queen’s Guard, sheesh.”

      Sarah let them drag her. What did it matter anymore? In a little over two hours, it would be over. If she was smart, she would have just broken her curse when Niko did and avoided suffering.

      A short time later, they stopped. She looked up to find a perfectly cut circle in the stone, deep enough she couldn’t see the bottom from this angle. She was surrounded by trees and flowers and many, many guards.

      “Stand her up,” said a tall man with dark brown skin and a buzzcut. The guards holding her lifted her up, telling her to stand or else.

      She stood, soaked to the bone, essence teetering above the danger zone, her thoughts fuzzy, and a very upset inner demon wanting nothing more than to summon her scythe and start slicing.

      But her wrists were bound, and there had to be two dozen guards all watching her for the tiniest of provocations, itching to deal out pain.

      Why fight at all?

      The tall man held an umbrella in one hand and a phone in the other, reading from the screen. “I am Ericson, squad leader of the Midnight Watch.”

      All the guards in attendance shouted, “La’oh!” and stamped in unison.

      The squad leader waited, then said, “The Queen’s Guard formally sentences Sarah, follower of the Bat, Sangviteus, to the Pit of Despair for attacking twelve guards and stealing their batons.

      “The punishment duration is one month per guard. However, it has come to our attention that this act of cowardly violence did not originate with the accused.

      “Sarah,” he said, looking up at her before continuing, “if you tell us who gave you the quest to hunt the Queen’s Guard, we will lessen your sentence to four weeks.”

      “Four weeks!” a woman yelled. “Sir, you ain’t seen her at night. She’s a danger to everyone. Four weeks ain’t enough.”

      “It was not my decision, Adanna. The council wants to root out those who stand against us. The offer stands. The accused may speak.”

      Sarah glared at the man. She would not rat out her only remaining friend in this world and fellow bookworm. Harriet was a good woman that didn’t deserve anything remotely like this.

      “Nothing?” Ericson asked, surprised. “I don’t believe you understand your predicament, miss.”

      “I don’t care,” Sarah growled, her mind cloudy. She could really use a blood bag. “Maybe you should stop pretending to be guards when you’re nothing but the Mob!”

      That burning, electrical pain slammed into her back. She cried out, muscles not working, and fell to her knees at the edge of the pit. It dropped a good fifty feet.

      Belatedly, she realized she could have empowered her touch and limited the pain, but that would drain even more of her essence.

      Also, belatedly, she had no idea why she said anything at all. Having little essence really messed up her mind.

      Ericson studied her for a moment, then nodded. “Those who agree with the sentencing, show it by raising your right hand. So . . . most of you. Those who disagree, show it by raising your right hand. Yes, Adanna, your complaints have been noted.

      “With the power invested in me, I proclaim that justice has been carried out. If your soul is salvageable after your time in the pit, we will retrieve you.”

      Salvageable?

      He nodded to someone behind her, then the force of a foot on her back kicked her forward.

      She sucked in a shaky breath . . .

      And fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Sarah crashed to the cold, wet stone at the bottom of the Pit of Despair. A wave of dense pain oozed up from her back, feeling as if her ribs had snapped, her skull cracked, and her fingers crunched beneath her.

      After three agonizing seconds, it was over. The pain transitioned from the physical to a memory, a nightmare. Her breath came back, erratic.

      The rain tapped its way down into the pit, running into streams that poured down around her. The clouds overhead flashed. This view of a dark gray world would be the last thing she saw before the Cycle reclaimed her.

      All of the emotions she had stuffed away in her desperate need to avoid them surfaced at that moment. Her throat ached; her chest felt empty.

      Tears flowed, mixing with the rainwater on her cheeks. They started silently and grew with each face she saw: Niko’s sad smile, Buru forcing her out of his shop, Catriona’s outright betrayal, and that smug look on Virgil’s face before ducking through the exit, leaving her with the knowledge that she had been played as a total fool for this entire stupid stupid stupid game!

      She gasped and sobbed and sniffed back the snot running into her mouth. This was the terrible end of a terrible game she had never wanted to play.

      Gameus should have just left her in the Cycle, let her reincarnate into a slug or ant or beetle without knowing that she could have persisted as her carefree, book-loving self.

      But . . . not even that was true. This world had changed her in the few short days she had existed here. She was no longer that innocent, conflict-averse, book-loving girl. She now killed monsters guilt-free, attacked guards, and broke laws. None of this was her.

      She wished it to be over.

      Living was nothing but pain.

      Those thoughts circled, constantly returning to the forefront to be considered over and over, each time accompanied by an ever-present, ever-growing sense of anguish.

      Something warm from within drifted out from her neck. Light shimmered, reflecting on the slick wet walls. It drifted up her chin and then leapt into the air, a fuzzy white sphere.

      An ID?

      She sniffed and blinked and watched the sphere raise three feet toward the pit’s entrance as if trying to escape. It had a sense of familiarity, carrying an emotion, one that felt similar to being reunited with friends after a long time.

      The ID faltered. It lost its shimmer, pulsing weakly. Swirling black lines burrowed into it, draining the light until it burst and vanished. That stirring emotion went with it.

      More of the white spheres slid along her body, seemingly reluctant to go but go they went, one by one, little puffs of light seeped out, drained, and vanished.

      “She has ID,” a guy said.

      Sarah jerked. There were people down here. She hadn’t even thought to look or take in her cavelike surroundings.

      “ID?” a woman asked weakly.

      “The new one,” said an old-sounding man.

      “Th-they are coming,” a young woman said.

      They?

      Sarah twisted, trying to glimpse those who had been talking, finding nothing except . . .

      A black tarry substance bubbled up from the rocky ground, seeping through cracks. Fingers formed, reaching out of the ground. It pulled its form up, a growing mass taking on a withered shape like a person or skeleton hidden beneath layers of black muck. The only elements of itself not consumed by the sludge were its eyes, buried deep in a malformed skull, glowing a soft white.

      It inhaled a choking breath, the slime opening enough to reveal long teeth and tongue. Its lungs inflated. The shape of boney ribs pressed against the thin layer of slime, some broken or missing entirely.

      It wasn’t just the one freaky-ass monster. Others were pulling themselves up from some hellish place below, reanimating to greet their guest.

      Sarah called to its soul, very doubtful it had a soul, but all living—if this counted as living—entities should have something controlling it. A white symbol of a monkey materialized.

      This . . . is a person. . .?

      It clawed itself toward her with the use of unnaturally long arms, its fingers thin and sharp.

      She turned and kicked, either trying to hit the monster that wasn’t a monster or help put distance between her and it.

      Neither happened.

      Its movements quickened, an eagerness infused within, its body shaking, its breaths quick and shallow. In seconds, it had dragged its slippery, slimy self on top of her.

      “Get off me!” she yelled, the frigid fingers of fear piercing her legs, or . . . no, that was another one of them, crawling up her body behind the other.

      Her mind was in a dumb cycle of reactionary thought, still trying to create distance between her and these disgusting creatures despite them being on top of her.

      The first one grabbed the sides of her head, stopping her thrashing movement, then thrust its festering mouth to hers.

      She pinched her lips tight against the cold, rotten muck, refusing to breathe. A panicky noise vibrated the roof of her mouth, which shifted into a higher pitch when the gunk broke through her lips and slid along her tongue, accompanied by the sharp, metallic tang of copper mixed with decomposing sludge.

      It hit the back of her throat, forcing her to cough at the exact moment the creature reared back, its jaws wider than any humans, making one long gasping noise.

      Light burst from her. Hundreds of fuzzy white IDs—infused with the familiar sensations of emotion and experience—were sucked away in an instant, only to stop when another creature tore the first off so it could partake instead.

      They were stealing all of her ID! ID she had worked so fucking hard to obtain. This zinging thought replaced the cycle of fear and despair. It ignited that exquisite sense of blinding rage, rage that didn’t require her to feel anything else, especially not the inevitable doom that would tear her soul back to the Cycle.

      The second creature grabbed her neck with its boney hands, slime easing itself beneath her armor. It chomped its teeth at the air, making a breathy sound.

      Sarah growled, burning essence uncontrollably, turning the world into vivid detail, every sense dialed to the max. Her crimson dagger materialized and began to cut into the rope binding her wrists.

      The creature pressed its wet flesh against hers, but instead of a nauseating kiss, it got the fangs. She bit down on the boney protrusions that made up its nose, her mouth filling with its liquid rot.

      The rage didn’t care.

      The black monster tried to jerk away. There was even a third creature there, helping or attempting to remove the second so it could have a turn.

      The rope snapped.

      Her inner demon gleefully took over. She let it, leaned into it, embraced the reckless abandon for nothing else mattered. The end was nigh, and all she wanted to do was have a little massacre party, tearing limbs from their joints and drinking monsters dry.

      She grabbed the creature on her, fingers pressed through the gaps between its ribs. In one fluid motion, she was now on top, with it squirming beneath her, her thighs holding it in place.

      The flow of essence glowed so beautifully. Its high yield point ran along the bubbling goo at its neck. She attacked, fangs piercing its nonexistent skin, muck crawling across her face and into her hair.

      Essence poured into her, draining 20 points of health per second. Another monster sliced its claws across her back. Her heightened pain only fed the rage. Mere moments later, her target turned to ash, and she was on the second before it could attack again.

      She took its freakishly long arms, empowered her Strength, and tore them free, throwing the bones at the third monster before digging in.

      This continued, blissfully numb to anything but the enemies that oozed from the ground. They rose like zombies covered in slime and died as ash, their essence drained.

      After the eighth or ninth creature had died, she whipped around in search of more. There had to be more. Dozens. Hundreds. “Come out, you fucking cowards!” she yelled, her voice an echo down tunnels and holes.

      Something moved. She blurred toward it, using Levis to move faster so her body could keep up with her Predator Instincts.

      She caught the next creature, a young woman, a weak, trembling thing now held up by her neck against the wall with a Strength empowered arm. A -4 in red slid up into the darkness.

      Sarah smiled.

      Another creature to drain.

      Her heart thrashed, rapidly pumping in excitement to kill such a helpless target that struggled to breathe, kicking and clawing.

      “Stop!” yelled an older man.

      But Sarah didn’t want to stop. Stopping would invite the cruel world back to the forefront.

      “You’re hurting her,” the man said.

      The movement of a dozen people shifted into awareness. Their stench, their breaths, the sounds they made against the ground solidified their positions in the otherwise darkness.

      Three approached quickly.

      Sarah dropped the girl, who started to cough. Essence flowed out into a crimson scythe. She drew it through the air in a clean arch, blade straight.

      People gasped. Others started to crawl out of their dark holes or creep out from the tunnels, feet dragging against the stone.

      “You’re safe now,” said the old man placatingly. He patted the air and told the others to back away. There was just enough light down here for any normal person to make out silhouettes.

      Empowered sight revealed the man to be small, maybe five feet. He was ghostly pale, had a bushy white beard, and wore a tee shirt that revealed his thin arms as black, covered in taint.

      “You’re safe,” he repeated. “You can stop now. The Ezuriens are gone. Thanks to you.”

      Sarah breathed, the rage cooling. She didn’t want it to go, but every second she wasn’t tearing into something, the more this persona, this character of the badass vampire started to melt away, leaving her as just . . . Sarah.

      The girl she had slammed against the wall was now curled onto her side, sobbing quietly in the lap of another. That sound of causing someone else pain—this girl who hadn’t done anything wrong—broke the spell.

      The rage drifted away.

      And without the rage, Sarah had nothing.

      The scythe dissolved into flakes of crimson and faded. She slumped, and that terrible ache in her chest came crashing back.

      Hot, miserable tears made the world hard to see, even with empowered senses. She drew in a shaky breath and quietly said, “I’m sorry.”

      She needed out. All of these people, dozens of people drifting from the shadows, were there to gaze upon the freak vampire, the monster below the surface, trapped in the Pit of Despair until her fateful end.

      She took a step toward the dim light coming from the pit’s entrance, then collapsed, the will simply not there to carry her forward.

      People whispered from all around: scared, concerned, curious, hopeful. . .?

      An ID slid out of her armor and vanished.

      She lifted her hand. The blue curse glowed in the darkness, counting down from 58 minutes. But why wait? It was over. She failed. There was no point in delaying it.

      She pressed the tip of her finger against the triangular symbol. Crimson essence flowed in a line, the pigments of blue breaking apart and scattering, revealing a vivid pink beneath.

      Stop. . . .

      Sarah jerked at the invading sensation. A smokey crow with purple eyes watched from above, perched upon a stone ledge within the tunnel.

      “Everyone get back, back away,” the old man said. “Five steps. Count them in your head like we’ve practiced. Focus on what you control. I know you’re all curious, but give the girl some space, will you?”

      He stepped close and knelt, his expression kind. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m Henry. And you are?”

      She sniffed and shook her head. She was dead. She was Cycle-bound. This life, these last few moments would be stripped away, forever lost. So why did it matter what his name was or hers?

      “Come, now. Don’t be like that. You, my dear, might be the key to getting us all out of here.”

      “What?” she asked, voice scratchy. There was a way out? If there was a way out, there was still the slimmest of chances she could survive.

      He pulled a dingy handkerchief from his pocket and handed it over. “I’ll explain, but maybe you should clean yourself up a bit? You have . . . something on your face.”

      “I do?”

      “Well, to be honest, and I do pride myself on honesty, it’s a lot of . . . err, something. In fact, you’re absolutely covered in some terribly foul muck, you are. True story, I lost my smell months ago, and let me tell you, you stink.”

      “Is that all?” Sarah asked, cracking a smile.

      “And you’re scaring everyone.”
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        * * *

      

      The Pit of Despair was an experiment, or so Henry, the leader of those in the dark tunnels, had explained. Before the challenge rooms, the Mad Queen created a dungeon.

      The so-called Queen’s Guard, however, blocked the entrance. Magical symbols hidden in the cave’s walls prevented access to soul devices and drained mana. The damn Q-tips turned the dungeon’s entrance into a prison to throw away anyone too troublesome to deal with.

      But Sarah, Henry stated with enthusiasm—once she had cleaned away her layers of filth using rainwater—was obviously different. He didn’t know how until she explained that she didn’t have mana or a soul device. She used essence, which there was plenty available.

      This all meant that hope still existed for her and these poor people who had languished down here for who knew how long.

      And so . . . a plan formed.

      It was, perhaps, not the bestest of possible plans, but a plan was a plan, and whether or not it worked, it allowed her to go out fighting. That was oh-so-much better than forfeiting.

      Sarah coaxed the overly willing essence out of the bravest, manliest man to volunteer’s neck, stopping before he died. She pulled away to let the thirty or so other prisoners—also known as the blood bank—see that he was perfectly a-okay, barely a scratch on him.

      Luis was a light shade of brown, tall, and had thick arms covered in prison tattoos. He was the prime definition of a tough guy. If anyone could handle the scary vampire drinking their essence, it was him.

      The prisoners crept closer to the pit’s entrance, trying to see in the dim light.

      Luis’s face contorted, lips pulled into a deep frown, eyes wide, fingers resting on the two black puncture wounds in his neck. He let out a slow breath and . . . started to sob?

      “She did that!” the girl—the very one Sarah had pinned to the wall in her state of rage—said. Apologies were given, but sometimes words just weren’t enough. “She made Luis cry!”

      “I . . .” he said, and everyone shushed Anna to hear what he had to say, “feel . . . good! I didn’t know I could feel this way again. Th-thank you, vampire lady. Thank you!”

      “That’s Vampiric Bliss,” Sarah said, happy to give soul hugs where they were needed, and these people were in desperate need to feel something other than fear and the slow decay of their identity.

      She only had 37 minutes to escape. It was impossible. But for the first time in what felt like a lifetime, she was actually helping others, not just fighting for her own survival. That seemed like the right thing to do in heaven.

      Now, for the real test. She summoned her scythe, which produced gasps from her audience. The crimson and smokey-black blade nearly glowed in the dim light.

      Lightning flashed.

      She tore the blade through the air and triggered Phantom Strike. Thunder rumbled, and a crimson flash of light sliced into the stone wall that connected to the pit’s entrance.

      Henry hurried over, bare feet splashing rainwater. He drew his fingers through the newly created crevasse in the stone and grinned wildly. “This will work.”

      Those words cascaded through the prisoners, and the next person eagerly lined up to donate essence to the cause.

      They had not a second to waste. Sarah drew the essence from her willing blood bank participants and sliced deep lines into the stone wall.

      Apparently, the patrolmen didn’t guard the pit so much as ensure others didn’t try to rescue friends from it. And with the wind, thunder, and constant drumming of fat raindrops providing a solid mask for the sounds of chiseling stone, they were none the wiser.

      Phantom Strike projected any form of attack over the span of a second. At first, this resulted in a single line, but why limit it? By the twentieth line, she was able to project two crescent slices. Three happened to be too much and resulted in an odd diagonal line near the top.

      One of the Q-tip guards above—overheard by empowered hearing—said in a deep baritone, “What the hell is she doing down there?”

      Sarah signaled everyone to back out of sight. She dismissed her scythe and picked up the biggest free rock available, following Henry’s plan.

      Footsteps approached the above ledge, and the two guards looked down. One was a big man with a pink nose and a long black beard. He looked more like an oversized dwarf. The other had a thin build, light brown skin, and dreads.

      “Let me out of here!” Sarah yelled. She threw the rock barely half the length of the fifty-foot drop. It clattered—noisily—against the wall and bounced back. She jumped out of the way.

      They laughed. The skinny one hocked a loogie, which didn’t come remotely close to hitting her, but her inner demon still didn’t appreciate it.

      “What’s this?” the big guard asked. “The bitch doesn’t like her cell? Good! I hope you wither and die a hundred times from starvation!”

      Sarah glared, not needing to act. She hadn’t realized that the people down here weren’t given food. On her first day in the Mad Queen’s realm, she nearly starved to death. These people dealt with that every day.

      The guards left, the skinny one saying, “Man, what a waste that is. Wouldn’t mind ten minutes alone with her, if you know what I mean.”

      “Hey, Bro Code Twenty-Two: You don’t fuck crazy.”

      “But crazy that looks like that. Tell me you’re not thinking the same exact thing. Give her a week, yeah? I bet she’d do anything for some scraps.”

      “What type of scraps?” Sarah asked from behind, having used Levis to quickly scale the wall.

      They spun.

      “I love doughnuts,” she continued. Ahhh, just thinking about them made her want to return to the doughnut shop and grab another baker’s dozen. “So, if you want to impress”—she bit her lower lip—“that’s a great place to start.”

      The large guard summoned his walkie-talkie like a pro. Straight to business, which Sarah quite appreciated, given the ticking clock.

      He pressed the button on the side and said, “We have an escape at the pit!”
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      Sarah lifted her hand toward the two guards, and they flinched. Having a reputation as being the evil demon with red eyes had its benefits. Unleashing her wrath on these little shit stains would be oh so gratifying, but there was something presently more important.

      A swarm of bats swirled from all around and formed into her equally crazy horse. The two guards snorted, unimpressed, probably expecting something more lethal.

      Nightmare nickered, trotted in place, turned, and kicked the skinny guard in the chest, sending him flying backward into a bush.

      Sarah laughed. She jumped onto Nightmare’s back, and they raced away. Never again would she think her horse was not as cool as a dragon. Nightmare was certainly the coolest horse ever.

      This thought seemed to connect with the powerful beast, and it neighed in agreement.

      The large guard yelled something from behind and summoned his mount. Other patrolmen had started to appear on the rain-slick paths and stairs, above and below.

      Nightmare galloped across sections of flowers, sending clods of mud flying from behind. They jumped low fences and descended toward the center of the Mad Queen’s city.

      With all of the patrolmen in pursuit of the scary demon lady, Henry and the others could make a clean escape. This little fact made Sarah grin. No matter what happened, she did something good, something that would persist after her death.

      A woman riding a giant gray wolf jumped out ahead. She had dark brown skin and carried a bow with a strange-looking arrow drawn, almost like a mini baton.

      It launched.

      Shit! Sarah veered to the side and rammed up against another patrolman on a champagne-colored horse. He screamed, white-knuckling the reins. “Sh-sh-she’s here!”

      “I know!” the lady yelled, nocking another arrow. “Hit her mount!”

      The man struggled to pull his baton free, and the woman, now chasing from behind, launched another arrow.

      Nightmare jerked and burst apart into bats. Sarah triggered Levis. She twisted in the air—falling toward the ground that raced by in a blur—and summoned her crimson scythe.

      The weapon formed like a hook, already positioned around the horseback rider. She yanked herself into the spot behind him, dismissed the scythe, and grabbed him about the middle.

      “Hi,” she said in a chipper voice, a little out of breath, leaning forward and to the side so she could see him. “I’m Sarah. Can you take me to the challenge rooms?”

      “Wh-what?”

      “It’s just ahead. You know where it is, right?”

      He nodded.

      “You’re such a gentleman.”

      He nodded again, now smiling proudly.

      “Stop, you idiot!” the woman screamed from behind. Either the patrolman didn’t hear her or preferred the company of a nice demon woman to that of a mean guard lady.

      They raced between the tall black walls, people jumping out of the way, cursing. A dozen or more guards chased from behind. There were even more without mounts, which meant they weren’t even level 5 yet.

      Despite the rain, the challenge rooms had their long queue lines filled with eager adventurers. Some had umbrellas, but most did not.

      “You’re so good at riding,” Sarah said.

      “You think so?” the man asked. “I just started last week!”

      “That’s amazing. Can you drop me off by the Pool of Corruption?”

      “Won’t be a problem, miss. Say, you have a boyfriend?”

      “Uhh, not yet. . .?”

      More guards poured into the center of the city from the three other pathways. One of those tiny baton arrows whizzed past. The woman behind swore. Her giant wolf growled.

      “I-I’m Carter,” the patrolman said. “If you’re not busy later, I’d be happy to treat you to dinner.”

      “That’s so . . . unexpected,” Sarah said. They slowed, now close enough to the Pool of Corruption to draw the black guards’ notice. “It’s a solid maybe,” she said and hopped down. “You are a lifesaver. Literally!”

      This made Carter blush.

      “You should get back to the gardens. Things are going to get a little crazy.”

      Something seemed to click in his brain, looking at her and the black Pool of Corruption. She wouldn’t be coming back from this, at least not for a good long time, if ever.

      This realization made him frown, but he nodded again—he was very good at nodding—and raced back toward the perturbed lady who was now screaming at him to get out of the way.

      The closest black armored guard looked at Sarah with glowing purple eyes. It seemed skeletally thin where it wasn’t covered by metal sheets. It wordlessly pointed one knobby finger to a sign: No Swimming.

      An arrow whizzed from behind.

      Sarah sidestepped the projectile, and it slammed into the guard. Red lines jolted across the black armor, and the guard toppled to the ground.

      She waved her thanks to the lady who wasn’t acting very ladylike, screaming profanities at all the encroaching patrolmen, batons and bows in hand. More arrows took to the air.

      The blue timer clicked down to 22-minutes. There was simply no delaying what had to be done.

      Sarah sprinted toward the pool, slapped a hand on the top of the containing stone wall, and launched herself into the muck.

      It didn’t splash. In fact, it didn’t act like a liquid at all, despite the ripples that periodically shifted across the surface. She hit the corruption, and it grabbed her like thousands of tiny hands made of piercing cold hate, pressing against her legs and pulling her down.

      Doom, death, and destruction assaulted her mind, demanding to be let in, to be consumed by the ever-present negative emotions.

      The world shook. People yelled and screamed. The Weenie Express woman rolled her eyes and started depositing her condiments.

      The crystal merchant yelled, “I just got back!”

      Some of the guards were still shooting at her with the accuracy of a stormtrooper. Two others, prompted by Miss Meaniehead, had started climbing into the muck.

      Sarah pushed away the onslaught of emotions and thoughts and visuals of terrible things. The black corruption slid up her chest, up her neck, up to her mouth.

      She angled her head back, sucking in tiny breaths while her lips still touched the air. Her heart raced, thudding loudly, drowning out all other sounds.

      The corruption tore her under, down into its icy, dark depths. The sensation of hundreds of ID surfaced and died, each expelling a modicum of warmth and positive emotions, creating a sort of weak barrier between her and the onslaught.

      Then the barrier broke. . . .

      All of her ID had been consumed, leaving her unprotected, naked, vulnerable. A memory surfaced, lured out into the darkness, revealing that time she read beneath the stars by a campfire, her blurry-faced family singing and laughing.

      The memory fractured and was . . . gone.

      Another slipped away. This one was when she had found her first starfish on the beach . . . gone. Her high school crush asked her to the dance . . . gone!

      She thrashed against the hunger that ravaged her for experiences, draining her precious few memories still intact after drifting in the Primordial Sea of Souls.

      The corruption let go.

      She fell ten feet to dark gray rock. Her hands slapped the ground, hands that had become black as charcoal, the radiant blue curse glowing ever so brightly by contrast, counting down from . . .

      Seven minutes!

      The span of fifteen minutes had passed in what seemed like seconds. She didn’t have any time. It seemed to tick-tock in the background, getting louder as she inched closer to her finality.

      Two bodies dropped next to her: the guards. Their essence had been completely drained. Their blackened forms crashed against the hard ground and crumbled to ash.

      Sarah sprinted in the only direction available, toward a room at the end of a short hallway. It opened into a massive cylinder. The walls circled around, sloping down toward the arena proper, where a white rectangular doorway waited for her to escape.

      But . . . Shit! There wasn’t enough time to get to the bottom. She didn’t have the Tutelatosi Ring equipped to negate fall damage, and Olette wasn’t here!

      She ran anyway. To not run, to not even try, would only guarantee her failure. She jumped the large gaps between platforms and dodged a series of metal spikes that launched out of the wall.

      A hidden floor trap clicked underfoot, and the next section tilted down toward the arena. She triggered Levis and sprinted, using the extra speed to hold her to the floor, then jumped to the next section.

      The voices of hundreds of people cheered, the sound seemingly coming from the walls all around.

      Four minutes. . . .

      That first day after Olette had died, Sarah equipped ¤ Basic Green Hood on her own. But how? She didn’t have access to an Interface. Maybe heaven compensated?

      She stopped. The door was directly below, maybe two hundred feet. She closed her eyes and thought about her ¤ Solis Eq’Sule ring and desperately wanted ¤ Tutelatosi Ring instead, thinking Swap places or Equip.

      Something changed.

      She opened her eyes to find the black opal ring on her finger as if it had always been there, glinting in the torchlight.

      It worked! But now was the worst part of this damn strategy. The ring might not even have enough durability to absorb the fall, which meant she could just die or break both legs.

      Pain or death, those were the options.

      She empowered her touch and dialed back the pain, then jumped. A collective gasp sounded from all around. The air whipped through her from below, her stomach lurching into her throat, her jaw clenched, teeth grinding.

      A fraction of a second before she hit the ground—feet first this time!—something slammed against her side. The world blurred, and she crashed into a wall, thirty feet from the door.

      Shit!

      Her health dropped 43 points to 67/110, and, despite dialing back the pain, it still burst through every bone like getting hit by a truck.

      She collapsed to the ground and forced herself back to her feet before the pain could subside. The door . . . the door . . . was gone. . .?

      Instead of the shimmering white rectangle that represented hope in a contest that totally felt rigged, there was a wall, a white wall, a white wall made of scales?

      The scales moved, slithering across the rocks, obviously evident—now that the pain had dissipated and her mind had cleared—that it was no wall at all but Teddy as an oh-so-terrible-and-freaky giant snake of all things!

      A rush of movement came from above.

      Sarah reacted immediately, following the urgings of Predator Instincts, and triggered Flash Step. She shot forward, slamming into the snake’s side, then crashed to her back, a sense of distant pain coiling through her ribs.

      She frantically shoved herself to her feet and ran from the moving wall that circled around her. Another blur of motion from above, and she jumped back, summoned her scythe, and sliced the blade into the snake’s mouth.

      It jerked away, ripping the scythe from her hand, which then burst apart into crimson flakes.

      A force pressed against her back. She summoned her crimson dagger, jumped, and stabbed it into the scales as a way to give herself a handhold to climb.

      She was over the wall in a second, relying on Levis to quicken her movement. The door shone brightly, unobstructed, thirty feet away. She triggered Flash Step again, and everything blurred, ending with her stumbling backward.

      There was a . . . wall, an invisible wall protecting the exit. “What the fuck?” It was a lie, a piece-of-shit lie, a reward that could never be obtained.

      She took a step back, frustration thundering through her chest, whirling into a fiery rage. She had been deceived again!

      Snake Teddy whipped around her. She empowered her Strength and jumped, but it followed with her, its large body smashing against her from all sides, constricting, only her main hand free, pounding against Teddy’s dense scales.

      Then she saw it: one tiny symbol of blue that instantly extinguished all of that rage, replacing it instead with a mixture of anguish and fear and the shattering of hope and inevitability.

      She saw her timer tick down to zero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Everything froze.

      Teddy stopped moving. The torches stopped flickering. And all the sounds of the invisible audience ceased to be, filling the vast space with total silence.

      Blue pigments of a broken curse started to fracture and separate, lifting into the air, taking her with it. Just as Niko had turned into countless blue lights, so did Sarah, the effect slow, starting from her fingertips and shifting up her arm.

      “You were so close,” said the Mad Queen Asceria in that double singsong voice, mixing high and low pitches. Her form materialized as layers of smoke, hovering a few feet away. She watched from behind her white mask, purple eyes glowing.

      Sarah glared. Even unto the very end, gods couldn’t just leave her be. They had to materialize and gloat and slow the process of her demise to the point of torture.

      “Go away,” she growled.

      “You wish to give up so easily?”

      “Give up? You cheated!”

      “Cheated? What an audacious accusation, all because your exploit did not work? If anyone here is the cheater, is it not you for trying to escape before slaying my beast? Or did you not read the Terms of Service I gave you?”

      What. . .? The door had always been present. Even Lucas made his way toward it. But could it be that the challenger had to kill Teddy first? If that was the case, she never had a chance.

      Sarah’s arm had dissolved away. The sensation of being was replaced with emptiness. The effect continued up her legs, her soul slowly slipping back to the Cycle.

      “Then you did not know,” the Mad Queen said. “Not all is lost, child.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You challenged my beast. Do you know why those who challenge the beast do not Return?”

      “Apparently, I don’t know a lot of things.”

      “They become my watchers, my spies. Those who brave my great beast deserve honor, and what better honor than to serve me?”

      “They become . . . crows?” Sarah asked, horrified by the idea of giving up her humanity. What was the point of persisting if you were imprisoned in a strange form for all eternity?

      “You would be different,” the queen said, psychic whispers promising power and the fulfillment of desires. “A new breed. The gods have cut me from the Sea of Souls. But you are a gift, your soul, unclaimed. I could mold you into anything.”

      “No. . . .” Sarah said. She’d rather return to the Cycle where there was still hope in becoming a human again, of breaking the Cycle again.

      “No?” Queen Asceria asked, her voice impossibly loud, tainted by a sense of contained rage. “Then would you prefer someone else to take your place?” She waved a white porcelain hand.

      Olette appeared in a puff of smoke, wearing her white petal sundress. She stood on Teddy’s scales. Her head bobbed left and right as if she were drunk, antennae drooping.

      “What did you do to her!” Sarah yelled. “Olette! Can you hear me?”

      “Nothing . . . yet,” the queen said, then motioned toward the fairy.

      Olette jerked, her eyes becoming alert. She grabbed her arms, shoulders shaking. She looked around, confusion painting her face, then a grimace.

      Her head popped! into that of a crow’s head! She stumbled, then her blue monarch butterfly wings burst out as crow wings. This, obviously, was quite alarming to the tiny fairy who was becoming an equally tiny crow, part by part.

      She flapped her new wings of smoke and shook her head, making frantic bird noises. Her chest filled in with smoke. Her feet grew talons.

      Sarah could no longer breathe, no longer had the lungs for it. She wanted to protest, to scream, to tell the queen to change Olette back right this damn second!

      “Adorable,” the queen said. “A baby crow. But child, it is not the fairy I want. It is you. It is your strong soul and your willingness to fight against the impossible.”

      Sarah had questions, so many damn questions and no way to voice them. The most prominent of them was how any of this was applicable to her, a soul chained to the Cycle, deteriorating by the second.

      The Mad Queen seemed to understand. “Your predicament is unique.” She drew a glossy white finger through the swarm of blue lights, making them scatter as if incompatible.

      “Bind yourself to me,” she said, “and I will grant you leave to complete the contest, so you can save your soul. And when you do, my mark will pull you back to this heaven, where you will start anew.”

      Sarah pinched her brows together. It was nearly the only thing she could do. She glanced down at poor Olette, who had very much never wanted to be in the Mad Queen’s realm in the first place, afraid of getting stuck here.

      Sarah would not do that to Olette.

      “You do not have much time,” the Mad Queen said. “If not for your fairy, then what about revenge?”

      Sarah snapped her attention to those words, the twinkling blue lights shifting away at the bridge of her nose. She had made an oath to the gods, to heaven itself.

      Of course, she’d never, not-in-a-million-years abandon a friend in this prison of a heaven. The decision, thus, was already made.

      But revenge?

      She gave the smallest possible nods.

      Revenge would be sweet.
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      Sarah collapsed to the ground made of hot tan rock beneath a penetrating, evil sun that made her skin prickle and protest.

      She sucked in a breath, filling empty lungs. Her hair was a sopping mess, her armor damp. And now, replacing that of the glowing blue curse on the back of her hand was a symbol of a black crow.

      “Another?” Gameus yelled over the sound of something like white noise.

      She looked up.

      Her breath caught.

      Beyond the sixty or so surviving contestants was a massive sprawl of land hundreds of feet below, forming a perfect circle of a half dozen rings. Each ring looked like it had been yanked from a different place on Earth: forests, fields, deserts, snow-covered lakes, ocean beaches, and ominous-looking giant statues vomiting lava.

      Floating platforms carried thousands of people. Large globes launched into the air and exploded, raining down huge masses of confetti and ribbons and glitter.

      Musicians played an adventurous song as if this was the boss level of some role-playing game. Swarms of fairies wore uniforms and carried fruit and drinks.

      And in front of all of those platforms were giant hovering displays, which currently showcased a familiar-looking girl on her hands and knees, gawking.

      She promptly closed her mouth and stood.

      “Yes yes yes!” Olette yelled, back to being her fairy self. “My Chosen be best Chosen, save me, she did!” She glared at all the other fairies fluttering by their Chosen, her antennae pointed like tiny daggers.

      Gameus shook his head. “I should destroy that woman’s orb! You, Sarah, are late. I will not explain the rules again. There are far too many of you, which means—per the rules—I have to up the difficulty.

      “Now now, to your places everyone, so this final contest can start. Our audience has been waiting.”

      “It’s a race to the center,” Mani whispered, wearing yet another set of armor. She was beyond prepared for this, far better off than sporting a broken set of ¤ Nulok Leather Armor.

      Sarah caught Virgil’s alarmed stare before they all poofed! away. That fraction of a second was enough to poke her inner demon and stoke the fire. She reappeared in a forest of colossal green trees.

      Olette materialized in a burst of blue fairy dust. “I knew you escape, yes yes! But you no wear daylight ring? No be dumb dumb! Replace fall owie ring with daylight ring?”

      “Ah, yes,” Sarah said. This whole transition had been so abrupt, to practically have no body on the verge of vanishing back to the Cycle, to now being . . . here. Most of the others had just finished killing the challenge room’s boss.

      She only had 34/220 essence and hadn’t eaten anything since that morning. But there were far more important things to think about, such as curb-stomping Virgil!

      “Keep rings in pocket,” Olette said, pushing the ¤ Tutelatosi Ring into Sarah’s front pocket. “No know if I die. I no want to die, b-but better safe than sorry. Give you bestest chance, yes?”

      “What are we—”

      A deep booming drum made everything shake. Seeds or nuts dropped from the trees and thumped against the ground or bounced on branches or the thick roots that sprawled across the dirt and undergrowth.

      “Welcome to Olindale,” Gameus’s voice projected from all around, sounding as if he stood mere feet away. “I am so very glad you have come to pay witness to the next generation of soulbound here in my heaven.”

      A large shadow shifted across the ground. One of the many platforms hovered over the trees, fairies flying to and from. The display in front of this one—even as distorted as it was, seeing it from below—clearly displayed an image of a girl with vibrant red hair and a blue-winged fairy.

      A white sphere silently wisped through the trees, circling Sarah. It had to be some sort of magical camera.

      “You are not,” Gameus continued, “just the audience of this last competition. You may participate by buying the contestants blessings or,” his voice paused, drawing out that last word, “curses. Let it be by your generosity and judgment that determines who shall persist beyond the great Cycle.”

      This only served as a reminder that to them, this was a game. It was entertainment, not some fight between life and death. That all too familiar sense of rage burned hot.

      Whatever! They didn’t matter. Glaring at the shimmering white sphere to show them just how much she cared for them didn’t matter, even if it felt right. What mattered was that she stopped Virgil from getting to the center.

      She tried to move, but her legs were locked within a stone block. This only stoked the rage more with a prickling sense of annoyance.

      Gameus’s voice returned. “The race will commence in one minute. May your chosen contestant succeed against the odds.”

      “Where are we supposed to go?” she asked.

      Olette fluttered nervously, her pumpkin armor equipped. “That way!” she said and pointed through the trees. “That way be center. We climb to top en live! Or—”

      A loud crash of water drowned out her voice. Sarah whipped toward the sound—nearly losing her balance—to find a wall of undulating orange rise up and press through the trees, burning away leaves in a bubbling instant.

      Shit! She summoned her dagger and slammed the hilt against the stone binding her legs. It cracked and crumbled with each strike. Did everyone have this, or was she being singled out?

      Fragments of red pigments gathered into an orb ten feet out. It burst, shedding a storm of red confetti to swirl out in all directions.

      “No no no no no!” Olette yelled. “A curse?”

      The forest rumbled. The ground shook. And Sarah anxiously chipped more of the stone away.

      Olette flew in close and pointed to cracks in the rock. “Hurry hurry! Hit weak points, dummy!”

      “Let the contest begin!” Gameus yelled, followed by a roar of thousands of excited voices.

      The rumbling grew louder, the wall of orange closer, and Sarah was very much still stuck. She slammed her hilt against one of the supposed weak points, and a whole section crumbled. Three more hits, and her right leg was free.

      She quickly moved to her left leg, breaking sections at a time.

      Heavy footfalls pounded the ground. The massive trees shook. Vegetation was ripped from the ground and flung into the air, followed by long shoots of . . . flame?

      Out from the wall of green, black rhino-looking monsters crashed through, panting loudly, each breath a rhythmic grunt. Their eyes were a milky white, their horns a myriad of reds, some bright, surrounded by waves of heat distortion, others dim.

      It was a whole stampede of them!

      The first rushed past, seemingly unaware of her as if they were blind. The second clipped her side, springing a red -6 into the air.

      She slammed her dagger against the stone, broke off a large chunk, then something crashed into her. Dense pain speared through her arm and ribs and leg where the final bits of stone broke from the force, slicing her shin.

      She hit the ground, teeth clenched, heavy hooves blurring past.

      “Move move move!” Olette’s tiny voice was barely audible over the deafening commotion. “This no sleepy time!”

      “I’m not slee—” Sarah rolled, inches away from two tons of raging rhino stomping on her. Dirt and plants and slobber were flung all around. She’d last mere seconds staying here.

      She shoved off the ground, twisted, rolled, tripped, and tried again, bouncing between the heavy bodies. This time, with the help of a crimson dagger, she stabbed the blade into a monster’s side and used it as a handle to swing herself onto its back . . . backward. Of course, backward!

      “Yes yes!” Olette yelled and flew forward to keep up with the herd. The sparkling white camera sphere followed.

      Branches whipped by, slashing across Sarah’s back. A torrent of flame burst from one of the rhino’s horns, and she nearly slid off trying to avoid it. If only she had any armor left!

      Or essence.

      Then again, she was riding a very large and angry blood bag, a blood bag that would definitely work in a pinch. Empowered eyesight revealed the many branching lines of essence, dim beneath its thick hide with no apparent high yield points.

      She bit its hind end and drew out 7 points of health per second for 3.5 essence. The rhino made a whiny sound, almost like a dog. It jerked left and right, slamming against the other rhinos but unable to dislodge its tiny predator.

      Sarah drew the sweet, hot essence out and used her dagger to slice away more of its health. There was no question about it; she needed as much essence as possible for whatever trials lay beyond this one.

      The monster started to buck, making it particularly difficult to hang on. A wall of heat started to radiate across her back.

      She released her bite, having stolen 74 essence—bringing her to 98/220, 10 reserved for her dagger—and jumped to the next rhino.

      Flame burst across the last rhino’s back, just under its newly formed health bar.

      
        
        ¤ Corrignater [66/214hp]

        × Large Beast Mage · Lvl. 18

      

      

      Olette shouted and pointed ahead where the green trees stopped and a stretch of yellow started.

      Sarah had an idea. She sought the souls of all the stampeding monsters, and health bars pieced themselves together from scintillating fragments of color. Their levels ranged from 6 to 18.

      The Corrignater from behind huffed, its horn a bright red, glowing sparks shooting off to the sides, and baby flames dancing across the keratin up toward the tip.

      She jumped back to the wounded monster—much to its apparent annoyance—hoping that the blasts of fire had a decent cool-down timer.

      They broke through the forest into a length of flat yellow fields. The plants grew a good four feet high and were very very flammable, needing no encouragement to ignite into a spreading wall of flame.

      Sarah swatted the stupid camera that flew obnoxiously close, and it burst beneath the black monsters that were now starting to spread out from each other.

      The gods above booed.

      Fuck them!

      She threw herself to the next Corrignater, ran along its body, and jumped to the one ahead, landing on its hind end.

      It bucked, but her balance had greatly improved since that first day. She hopped two more of the monsters before landing on the one that was level 6.

      The Corrignater shook its head and huffed. Its horn glowing red, mustering up whatever power it needed to launch a burst of terrible heat.

      Sarah straddled it, then slapped a hand on its black hide, forcing 60 essence into it and taking control. Emotion fed through the connection, seemingly upset at the idea of being a mount.

      She eased those emotions away, and the two of them—with Olette and a new camera—drifted away from the others. The wall of flame followed far behind, billowing black smoke to darken the sky.

      “Good good!” Olette yelled and landed on Sarah’s shoulder. “Phew! I no fly so much at one time. Where we go?” she asked, then peered behind, where two floating platforms followed.

      The yellow fields gave way to sand that looked like an ocean, a pattern of diamond shapes rising at the edges. It forced them to move in a zigzag.

      “Where’s Virgil?” Sarah asked.

      “Virgil? No no no no no! This no time for revenge.”

      “This is the only time for revenge!” she yelled, that flame in her chest still wildly burning. If not revenge for her, she’d do it for Niko. And if not for revenge, it would be justice.

      “But—”

      “There’s no but, Olette. And you agreed. We will win. He won’t. You know where the other fairies are. If you don’t help me, there’s no way we’re going to have enough time to win.”

      “I-I . . . Fine, I help. Apology Twelve be that direction.” Olette pointed across the desert to the right.

      The Corrignater happily turned at the next intersecting ridges, and Sarah triggered Echolocation.

      A cute little bat sprang into the air, flapped its wings wildly, then launched forward. The topography of the desert formed like white lines in the darkness of her mind.

      Among those lines was something most definitely not sand. It moved like a . . . snake? Oh, please please please, not another damn snake!

      Sand shifted from behind, displaced by something—many somethings—beneath the surface like that first day when those who had refused to climb the stairs died. That was a nightmare she could have gone without remembering.

      Sarah encouraged the Corrignater to go faster, feeling its stamina slowly deplete. It still had 38/60 essence, draining a point every 5 seconds, but if it got tired, it wouldn’t be that helpful.

      Something exploded from the sand. Black chitin pinchers dug into the Corrignater’s flank, drawing a -32 in red and leaving them with less than 30 seconds of Charm.

      The beast bellowed. Projected thoughts of pain and fear flooded her connection. It veered down the hill in a desperate attempt to escape the horde of pursuing predators, sliding and stumbling in the soft sand.

      A green orb materialized ahead and exploded into confetti and sparkles. All of the monsters—all of the displaced sand—immediately vanished.

      “A blessing!” Olette yelled. “Yes yes yes! Gods want you to live en they send help.”

      “Or they just don’t want their entertainment to end so fast.”

      “Ehh, could be that, yes.”

      Sarah stretched out a hand, calling forth Nightmare. A swarm of shrieking bats gathered into the form of her horse, already running. She jumped the gap between the two beasts and sent the Corrignater in the opposite direction so they wouldn’t have to deal with an outraged monster.

      Two dunes later, a guy was sprinting across the sand. He had a blue sword strapped to his back.

      Liam?

      “Sarah!” he called and stopped, hands on knees, gasping for breath. He tried to watch the sand all around him at the same time.

      “No stop,” Olette said. “No time to help!”

      “But he—”

      “You want win, want revenge, want help poor poor guy. You want too much!”

      “I’m not going to just leave him,” Sarah said. “And maybe the gods will bless us for helping.”

      “Or or or curse us for help person they no like.”

      “Or curse us for abandoning someone they like. There’s no knowing what they’ll do. And he’ll be useful.”

      “Useful how?”

      “You’ll see,” Sarah said and crossed the dune’s ridge to Liam. She extended a hand down to him. “Get on. Hurry!”

      He grabbed her hand and swung up behind her, hands wrapping her mid a little too tightly. “You . . . are . . . a . . . lifesaver!” he said between breaths.

      His red-winged fairy, a grinning guy, added, “We be saved! Hot sexy girl save my dumb dumb!”

      “Why he run en no ride mount?” Olette asked.

      “Mount die to big worm-thing. Mount on cool down.”

      “Give me your wrist,” Sarah said, directing Nightmare toward the next zone of snow and ice. Her bat—Echolocation—hit its full length and was zigzagging back toward her, having found nothing.

      “My . . . wrist?” Liam asked.

      “I need essence, and you clearly need something to take the edge off. I’ll take half of your life.”

      “Half!”

      “It’s the price of a ride,” she said and nodded to the side at where the orange wall had just finished disintegrating the fields and now crashed over the dunes. “Or if you’d rather take your chance. . .?”

      “Oh, hell no. Half my life sounds like a great deal to me.” He raised his wrist.

      “Don’t fight it, or I’ll just ruin your armor.”

      “My armor’s gone.”

      They crossed into the winter biome, Nightmare kicking up the snow behind them, undeterred by the extra weight. Sheets of ice peeked out from the snow here and there, bubbles trapped beneath, making a groaning sound as they passed.

      She sunk her fangs into Liam’s wrist, and he flinched. Wrists worked like a high yield point but were not as potent as drawing from someone’s neck.

      He lost 15 health per second, which translated to 37 essence. He was favored, granting 2.5 essence per point of health instead of 0.75.

      Less than three seconds later, she had a total of 114/220 essence, and he exhaled a relaxed breath.

      “Wow,” he whispered into her ear, setting off a jolt of goosebumps and making her uncomfortably hyper-aware of how close they were, his breaths now on her neck.

      She shook her head, dislodging those thoughts. There was only one thing worth thinking about, and she let the image of Virgil stoke the rage within.

      Every second they moved toward the center, the arena got smaller, which meant the contestants would be closer to each other and easier to find.

      A red orb materialized ahead of them and exploded.

      “I knew it!” Olette yelled. “Gods no like Liam.”

      “No no no,” said the red-winged fairy. “Gods no like sexy girl sucking on my dumb dumb.”

      A series of low-cracking sounds resonated from below. Jagged lines shot across the snow and glossy ice, reflecting the cloudless sky and the many hovering platforms from which the gods watched and cheered and paid out who knew how much to screw with the contestants.

      Dark blue water opened where the chunks of ice split. Sections of once-solid ice now angled toward one side or another, no longer level. They shot across those pieces, jumping gaps as they went, the weight of them threatening each jump with the prospect of flipping the shard and plunging into the water.

      Sarah tensed. The hairs on her neck stood on end, and it wasn’t because of Liam’s drunken breaths. Something dangerous was close.

      “How long until your mount is back?” She asked Liam. Reducing the weight would help Nightmare’s speed and jumping distance. And splitting might improve their odds against whatever it was that pursued them.

      “Ahhh, who cares. . . .”

      “Hey! Pay attention.”

      “You you you,” the red-winged fairy said, “make dumb dumb dumber!”

      “How long?” she asked again, but this time to the fairy.

      He made a thinking face, then said, “Twenty-seven seconds, so sayeth snail.”

      That was too long. She directed them toward the center of one of the ice shards, one side already plunging into the water, making it dangerously tilted. They hit the ice, turned, and jumped to a more even shard.

      The shimmery white sphere of a camera zoomed in close. Some of the gods on the platform above were peeking over the edge and pointing.

      She empowered her hearing and sight. Slick surfaces glistened in the sunlight. The air in the ice shards creaked and groaned. And below it all was a swoosh of water.

      Nightmare knew exactly what she wanted to do and jumped to a much smaller fragment of ice than anyone normally would, but it was only small on the topside, the bottom deep and sturdy.

      The moment they jumped, a wide cylindrical mouth as large as a house—rows of jagged teeth—consumed the previous shard in its entirety. It sprang up—a wall of white flesh—nearly to the point of hitting the above platforms, then teetered to the side and crashed through the ice. Water rained down from all around.

      Liam yelled, “Holy macaroni and cheese, Batman!”

      The gods above cheered at the close call. Did they want her to succeed or fail? They were the reason the ginormous monster was after them in the first place.

      Nightmare jumped to another small platform, one that didn’t shift beneath their weight, and stopped. Sarah listened. Nightmare snorted a cloud of white. The gods chattered above.

      “Did you see that?” said a woman.

      “See it, I made it happen,” boasted a man.

      And deep below, the monster moved. It didn’t seem to know where its prey was without them making noise. Of course, they couldn’t stay here, not with the orange wall now slipping across the snow, making it boil and steam.

      Acid wouldn’t do that. . . .

      There was another sound from below but different. There were two monsters! Great. The camera moved in close, and she glared at it. They just wanted to see how she would react. How would they like to be down here?

      “Liam,” she whispered, hoping not to alert the giant monsters.

      “What is it?” he asked, not bothering to lower his voice. How did he survive this long?

      The monsters moved.

      Shit!

      “Get off,” she said, her voice carrying an edge of, Do it now if you want to live.

      “What?” he asked louder, completely unaware of the edge in her voice.

      “Your mount is up. Get off and go that way. Hurry!” The monsters were quickly approaching.

      He jumped off and summoned a white horse with blue eyes.

      She triggered a single Crimson Shard and launched it into the section of ice forty feet away. It made a loud crack! noise, and one of the monsters below shifted direction while the other pursued Liam.

      Sarah waited for a count of five, then Nightmare jumped the gap of sloshing slush, and sprinted  toward what looked like a tropical beach, surrounded by shallow reservoirs of water.

      The first monster consumed the entire platform she had attacked. The second monster turned away from Liam and came after her.

      Nightmare sped across the platforms, finally landing on a long stretch of ice that connected to the beach. After three galloping steps, the ground shattered. Sharp glistening fragments sliced through the air.

      Sarah immediately desummoned Nightmare to protect her mount and fell through the swarm of bats. An icicle as thick as three fingers speared her leg.

      She screamed and spun from the force of it, landing on a slick slope of ice. She slammed her head against the overturning shard, grunted, then plunged into the icy water after sucking in a desperate breath.

      The platform overturned on top of her, its glossy blue-white ice thrusting her deep beneath the surface. A thousand sounds swooshed and cracked and broke from all around.

      Her armor absorbed the temperature shock, but not entirely. The cold stung her exposed skin. She kicked, then screamed with her jaw locked shut. The icicle was still lodged in her leg, the force of the water keeping the pain fresh.

      She tore it free, eyes pinched against the cold, counting the seconds for the pain to cease. And when it did, her empowered hearing painted a clear picture of two hungry monsters rapidly approaching.
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      This is it. . . .

      This was how she would die. But she didn’t want to die. The very thought of dying jabbed her inner demon. The rage burned; the hate for these terrible monsters replaced the frigid cold.

      She summoned her scythe, the idea coming to her like a firework, a burst of dazzling thought, clear and bright and knowing what to do.

      Predator Instincts.

      They would not let her die so easily.

      She triggered Phantom Strike and tore the blade through the water. A crescent streak of crimson light flashed through the darkness and sliced into the blubbery flesh of the closest white monster.

      It veered to the side.

      Then rows of sword-like teeth engulfed her on every side. The insides of the second monster spun like a blender, intent on turning her into a nasty human-flavored smoothie.

      She dismissed her scythe and triggered Flash Step—hoping for all it was worth that the step part of the skill wasn’t literal—and burst forward 36 feet, escaping the giant maw of the monster, which continued downward, apparently believing it had captured her.

      The first monster, however, wasn’t fooled.

      She kicked and pulled at the water, her lungs protesting her latest life choices. She moved at what felt like a glacial pace, especially considering the monster that glided through unhindered.

      It was approaching much too fast!

      She broke the surface and sucked in air.

      “No no no no no!” Olette yelled, pointing at what had to be a massive white shape rapidly closing the distance.

      She dove toward the water and slapped her cursed armor, provoking a haunting laugh. It flickered and flashed, and laughed for all of four seconds, then vanished behind a wall of white flesh.

      Olette . . . was gone, gone in an instant!

      Sarah swam, swam as fast as she could, water splashing behind her, her Stamina quickly draining, the cold biting, the beach biome only fifty feet away.

      Liam made it and continued in the direction of life eternal, not once thinking that maybe she could use some help, too. When would she learn that no one cared about anyone but themselves in this damn world!

      The sounds deep below—the swooshing of water—confirmed that another of the mighty fishies was racing toward the surface.

      She triggered Flash Step again, blurring forward through the water like a jet ski. If only it lasted. Instead, it stopped her just over ten feet away.

      She kicked and kicked and kicked until her numb red fingers gripped the sharp edge that separated sandy beaches from frozen ocean. With every ounce of remaining strength, she pulled herself from the water, one leg on the sun-warmed sands, then rolled.

      The monster burst from the water, shooting a hundred feet into the air, hung there for a second, then teetered backward and clapped the surface before vanishing again.

      She drew in a deep, ragged breath, her heart, a most enraged organ, pounding her ribs, demanding to be let out of this reckless body right this second or else!

      The warmth of the sand seeped into her back, and all she wanted at that very precise moment was to lie there, to close her eyes, breathe, and listen to the birds sing.

      Among those sounds, however, were cheers from the bastard gods watching her for entertainment. And . . . something more pressing: the gurgling, boiling, hissing water of the encroaching orange wall. It promised that if she did not move, it’d melt her down to soul dust and send her back to the Cycle where she likely belonged.

      And if that was not enough to get her going, Echolocation finally revealed Virgil racing forward on the back of something that looked like a giant ferret or weasel.

      He was going to win! After everything he had done to her, to Tod, to Niko, and probably many others, he was going to win.

      Ten seconds later, she was on Nightmare’s back, racing across the beach. The pools of water here were light blue, the rocks and algae, multicolored and vibrant, even without empowered sight.

      Bright pink bird-like monsters with long legs raced after her, chirping wildly, either in excitement for new prey or because the orange wall would, no doubt, kill them all.

      Her essence had dropped to 39/220. It was the most fleeting of resources! Everyone else had mana that rejuvenated with time. She had to steal the life of others to do anything of worth.

      Before reaching the end of the beach—a damn army of overeager birds in tow—a green orb pulled itself into reality and burst, making all the monsters pop like glitter bombs.

      The gods must favor her now, after fighting so damn hard to survive. Maybe they were feeling a little guilty? Or maybe . . . they were saving the worst for last?

      She now had six platforms following, which couldn’t mean anything good for those contestants. Each had its own camera that zoomed in and out as obnoxious as flies.

      Nightmare raced into the last zone, hooves clopping the globs of cooled black lava intermixed with brown rock. The sky churned a dark gray, flashing lightning.

      Bright magma poured out of the mouths of statues, each a different animal that likely represented the divinities.

      After crossing a bridge, the path grew too narrow to ride a mount. She desummoned Nightmare, turning her loyal companion into a swarm of bats, squeaking as they parted and vanished.

      Virgil, depicted as white lines, jerked at the sound of those bats, evidently close enough to hear them and know exactly what they meant. That sliver of fear would make Sangviteus proud.

      Sarah triggered Levis—paying 1 precious essence per second, boosting her movement speed by 34%—and sprinted up the jagged trail, only one burning desire leading the charge.

      The narrow path pressed up against a cliff on one side and fell away, hundreds of feet, on the other. A glowing red basin waited for anyone who fell, magma oozing and popping.

      She didn’t have the mind to be careful, to watch her step, to take her time. She raced past sections of wall that shook and shot out toward the ledge behind her, there to knock contestants to their death. But by the time the traps reacted, she was long gone.

      Sarah rounded a corner and climbed four steep steps to a small alcove halfway to the top.

      Virgil waited there, twenty feet across, a dagger in both hands, sweat dripping from his chin. He raised his daggers in a placating gesture and said in his normal voice, “We don’t have to . . .”

      His words faded with the rest of the world. The gurgling, popping, scraping sounds fell away, replaced by only the erratic thrum of his heart.

      Curtains of black descended. Virgil was the only thing that existed in this world, his essence brightly lit beneath his skin.

      The rage burned hot. The target of her terrible desire was so very close. Her essence ticked down to single digits.

      Sarah’s inner demon took over.

      She dismissed Echolocation to reclaim 20 essence, then triggered Flash Step. The world blurred, and she was on him in an instant, fangs piercing his neck, his skin, his soul that tasted warm and . . . hollow?

      There was . . . no essence.

      Virgil disintegrated into fragments of colorful, spent mana. He laughed and tsked his tongue, somehow standing four feet away. “You are so damn predictable! It’s almost sad.”

      Apology Twelve fluttered next to him, her face conflicted. “Yes yes,” she said, almost as if obligated, “fall in trap again.”

      Sarah stood within a web of white lines, gluing her to the stone ground. Her lack of essence robbed every thought, every emotion, replacing them with unyielding determination.

      But no matter how much she yanked, the webbing held strong. She didn’t even have the essence to trigger Crimson Weapon, nor a fairy to withdraw her weapons.

      She growled and glared and continued to mindlessly fight against the glowing ropes. The desire for essence nearly replaced the desire for revenge.

      The cocky piece-of-shit said something, his lips moving, his voice an incomprehensible vibration. Then . . . he turned . . . as if his work here was done, not willing to step close and finish the damn job!

      She screamed at him to return, called him a coward, demanded that he fight her. But he continued walking away at a leisure pace, back turned to her as if to say, You are no threat to me.

      Something whispered beyond the veil of darkness, something so very familiar but forgotten in the mire of sluggish thought. She didn’t need to think or know what to do. She only needed to trust her instincts.

      A swarm of bats materialized from all around. They rushed into the glowing ropes. Her mount, a piece of her soul, required no essence to materialize. And as it did, as Nightmare took its form—starting low to the ground and growing, ropes slicing into its hide—it destroyed the ropes while also taking too much damage and desummoning.

      “She be free!” Apology Twelve yelled.

      Virgil scampered up the path.

      Sarah—a bat out of hell—closed the distance and slammed him against the wall, teeth in his neck, this time enjoying the sweet taste of his essence.

      She ignored—with the help of empowered touch—his dagger slicing into her stomach.

      The bastard was Favored! In less than two seconds, she had 87 essence. She empowered Strength for 30 and threw him from the wall.

      But he clung to her arm, dragging her to the edge where he hung, legs kicking against the cliff-face, the magma glowing far below.

      “Pull me up!” he yelled, his desperate voice echoing the very same words she had used a lifetime ago when she hung above the abyss by his sweat-slick fingers.

      Sarah had no words. This disgusting excuse for a human wanted her, of all people, to save him? Again?

      He tightened his grip. His eyes were wide and full of tears and fear, the very same fear she had felt. “Please, please. Don’t do this. We can both survive. I didn’t want to betray you. Honest to God. The queen made me do it! She has something on everyone.”

      “And Tod?” she yelled.

      “I lied. I don’t know what happened to him.”

      “Did the queen tell you to drop me off that cliff?”

      “I-I knew you had my ring!”

      She hated this, hated it so fucking much: to hold the life of someone in her hand and to decide whether they should live or die.

      In every story, the protagonist fought against impossible odds, against terrible people that deserved death in the cruelest of ways. But then, the hero, given that opportunity, grew over the course of the journey and became a better person, one that didn’t need to throw everything away for revenge.

      She was not- that- person.

      Sarah tore the ¤ Tutelatosi Ring from her pocket, shoved it against his chest, and stabbed a newly formed crimson dagger into his wrist.

      And Virgil fell.
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      Sarah didn’t look away from Virgil’s body as he plummeted toward the magma, his screaming voice barely audible over the encroaching orange wall. His face, contorted in shock and pain, would persist in her mind for an eternity, a constant reminder that she had ended someone’s life.

      It . . . didn’t feel triumphant. It didn’t feel remotely good! It felt so very unbearably empty and disgusting and sickening and and and—

      She turned and vomited on the blackened stones, tears burning her eyes, nose running. This was never her. She wasn’t the taker of lives, the sexy vampire, the adventurer.

      She was a bookworm.

      Ohhh, how she wanted all of this to be a damn nightmare! Let her wake up to that boring world where her only concerns were getting programmers to work together like herding stray cats.

      She didn’t deserve to persist!

      Sarah stood, determination fighting her ever-so-present survival instincts. She wiped the tears away, balled her fists, clenched her jaw, and stepped up to the edge.

      Shimmering white spheres circled; a dozen platforms now quietly watched. Were they happy now? Did they get what they wanted? Or maybe they were waiting for the finale, waiting for her to take one simple step forward and end it all.

      “Don’t. . . .” said a tiny voice.

      Sarah jerked at the sound and turned to find Apology Twelve. The fairy fluttered there, face pulled into a deep frown.

      “Don’t die,” she said. “Win. You be so close. Win for Thirteenie. She work hard for this.”

      Olette.

      Of course, if Sarah gave up now, her little Interface wouldn’t become human or learn how to read. There was more on the line than simple persistence.

      Besides . . . death was always the easy way out. An eternity serving the Mad Queen as a crow would be penance. And the gods didn’t deserve their epic conclusion to Olindale’s first vampire.

      “Thanks,” Sarah whispered.

      Apology Twelve smiled. “En Virgil be big big big asshat! I no like at all. Now, you hurry to top!”

      Sarah nodded and triggered Levis. She could still do some good, and that thought was an anchor. She sprinted up the trail, cameras giving chase.

      Sections of cliff-face wiggled and shot out behind her in an attempt to throw her over the side but were always too slow to act. The orange wall of death and destruction was a mere foot away.

      She climbed and climbed, Apology Twelve flying ahead, leaving purple fairy dust to follow one pathway over another since Olette wasn’t here to do it herself.

      Sarah ascended the last stair and stepped into a ring at the center of the arena. There were only a dozen contestants left, all very exhausted, covered in sweat and dirt.

      A brilliant ray of light pierced the churning dark clouds like a lightning bolt, one that struck the center of the ring and turned into Gameus.

      Blue sky returned at the center of the clouds and quickly expanded, the clouds evaporating. The orange wall—more an ocean than a wall—fell away, leaving the land below reformed in trees and rivers and flowers, all the individual sections gone.

      “Give it up to our contestants!” Gameus said, projecting his voice to the hundred floating platforms filled with gods. They all cheered and whistled and launched golden orbs that exploded into matching confetti.

      “I believe,” he continued to say, “these souls will be a fine contribution to Olindale. I must formally welcome them, as per law, but the party has just begun!

      “Be sure to stick around for the highlights reel, yes? Oh! And do try the cheese buffet. You won’t be disappointed.”

      The other contestants shared glances. None of them looked too familiar, except for one young man with a very large nose. Gorlan? And . . . oh, was that Abu? He was no longer a monkey, standing there with a bushy orange beard, wearing her old bikini mail and looking quite proud of himself.

      Against all the odds. . . .

      Apparently, Liam didn’t make it. She hated the sudden sliver of satisfaction that realization gave her. When had she become so callous?

      Gameus said something else, and the audience cheered, many of them standing. He then sliced his hand through the air, and a swirling gray mist enveloped the contestants. When it cleared, they stood at the top of a massive snowcapped mountain that overlooked a long rectangle of land, broken into different sections of color.

      “You win!” Olette yelled, flying up and laughing. “Winner winner chicken dinner! I knew you be lucky one, yes yes.” She then noticed Apology Twelve and no . . . Virgil. “I sorry, friend.”

      “No be sorry! I choose bad.”

      Gameus tapped his cane on the stone to get everyone’s attention. He looked solemn, losing the aura of a showman. “You have all sacrificed to be here, which is not the typical approach for new soulbounds. I apologize.

      “But now, you are official citizens of Olindale.” He summoned a chair and cardboard box, then sat and withdrew a transparent pink piece of glass. “You get your very own soul device. How exciting. And given your hardships, I’ll allow requests! You may choose any device you’re most comfortable with to be your soul device, but do know that phones often work the best.”

      The winners formed a line, eager for their official spot in heaven. But Sarah wasn’t so eager. This would be her last few minutes in Olindale. It looked beautiful up here. Towns and castles spotted the world throughout.

      “You no happy?” Olette asked.

      “How can I be?” Sarah replied and sighed. “But I’m happy for you. You get your wish, which is much better than being made a crow.”

      “A crow? I no crow, I fairy! And soon be human! I be like you, I be sexy sexy vampire, yes yes! En we go on adventures, en you teach me to read.”

      The line advanced.

      “What?” Sarah asked.

      “We no have to separate. We be friends!”

      “But I’m bound to—”

      “What’s your choice?” Gameus asked, holding the rectangle of pink glass up. “I could make it a Kindle.”

      “Would it have books on it?”

      “That . . . no. But it’ll have an e-Ink screen, a bad user experience, and a very slow operating system. Sounds like a winner?”

      “I-I . . . maybe just an iPhone?”

      He chuckled, and the device transformed. When she took it, it instantly felt familiar, like it was a piece of her being returned.

      A flood of new knowledge plowed through her mind. She knew all about Olindale, the war between Light and Shadow, all the many monsters and zones and towns.

      Learning like this was incredibly different than consuming a dozen books on the topics. It was pure knowledge. But just as quick as it had surged into awareness, it vanished behind a veil deep within her mind.

      Someone gasped.

      Sarah looked up in time to see a young woman turn to a glossy black and be ripped away.

      “What is happening?” Gameus asked, then a sense of understanding flittered across his face. He frowned.

      “What it be?” Olette asked.

      Sarah turned to her. “You were there.”

      “There?”

      “I thought I was the only one.” Another person shifted to black and was gone. It was happening in the order in which they received their soul devices.

      “I no understand!”

      “The queen turned you into a crow. You- were- there. Right. . .? She said if I didn’t agree to be bound to her, she would keep you in her realm.”

      Olette shook her head. “Dumb dumb fairies take me. Tattle tales! But then I be in third contest. You escaped.”

      Two more were ripped away, the fairies now yelling for Gameus to fix it. He said something about the law of balance. There was nothing he could do about it without giving preference.

      Sarah revealed the crow symbol on the back of her hand. The ink—if it was ink—bubbled, exuding black smoke. It was a trick. She had been deceived yet again. Lies, lies, and more lies!

      But without the Mad Queen’s help, Virgil would have— The thought of him and what she had done tore through her soul. She held her chest and drew in shallow breaths, tears returning.

      He deserved it! But killing someone, someone who wouldn’t magically appear on a Return stone, whether or not they deserved it, how could she do that? It was the rage, it was this heaven, it was the stupid contest that made no damn sense.

      “Take my wish!” Olette yelled to Gameus.

      Sarah spun on her. “No! I finished so you could be human. I don’t deserve to—”

      “It be my wish! I use it how I want if great en en powerful god of games agrees?”

      Gameus smiled. He snapped his fingers, and the flurries of snow froze in place. “Interesting idea. Interesting indeed! I agree to change your wish. Might there be others interested in such a change?” he asked the remaining fairies and their partners.

      “But do know,” he continued, “that I cannot simply remove the Mad Queen’s symbol. I’ll have to tear a piece of your soul away. You’ll never be . . . whole.”

      “I killed Virgil,” Sarah said. She didn’t deserve to be saved. She deserved to be locked away in prison for murder.

      Olette grabbed Sarah’s ear. “This be my dumb dumb! She agrees. Tear soul? Sound like punishment enough, yes yes?”

      Gameus took Sarah’s hand. “I see your anguish. It was never my goal to put you in such a position. Let me do this.”

      Olette nodded violently while staring. “Accept accept! I like me green skin. I like me wings. No worry about me. I no live en know you be stuck in Mad Queen’s realm.”

      Sarah hadn’t considered that. How would she feel if their places were reversed?

      “Quickly now,” Gameus said, “quickly! Time cannot be stopped for long without consequences. All of you must decide and decide now.”

      “Okay,” Sarah said in a small voice, not because she deserved being saved but because Olette didn’t deserve the guilt. Then a new thought trickled into consciousness. “But I want something for my fairy.”

      Olette pinched her eyebrows together, confused.

      Gameus waved his hand to say, Go on.

      “Teach Olette how to read.”

      He made a thoughtful grunt, then nodded slowly. “Interesting request. Interesting! I agree and have just the idea to accomplish such a task.” His blue eyes sparkled.

      “Now,” he said, “this will hurt.”
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      Removing the Mad Queen’s curse had been no small affair. Gameus tore it free, a smoky echo of Sarah, kicking and screaming. It ignited every fiber of her being in searing agony. This was one of those times when going first had a clear benefit.

      Seconds later, the world turned black, and the pain dissipated. There was something wrapped tightly around her to the point she couldn’t breathe.

      This was different than transitioning into the Queen’s realm, where she slowly pieced herself together. This time, she was whole but constrained.

      Panic gave way to instincts. She had full essence! She burned off 90 of the 220, tripling her Strength, and pushed.

      A deafening explosion reverberated through her, replacing the darkness with light and color.

      “Holy shit!” a woman cried.

      Fragments of crumbled shale—pieces that looked identical to Sarah—skittered in all directions across polished marble. Some were embedded in canvas paintings artfully depicting different towns.

      She drew in a breath and looked around. The room wasn’t particularly large: three walls and an archway out to a corridor. Sun shone through skylights. Potted plants added a bit of greenery to the otherwise white and tan stone. And there were six statues that looked very similar to the remaining survivors.

      “That’s an entrance, if I ever saw one,” a woman with reddish-brown skin said. She wore a stylish blue sundress, hand pressed to her chest. Her hair, black and curly, was pulled into a ponytail.

      “Where am I?” Sarah asked. “Where’s my Interface?”

      “Interface?”

      “My fairy. Olette. Apology Thirteen.”

      The other statues started to crumble, releasing the other survivors.

      “I don’t—”

      “I didn’t get to say goodbye,” Sarah said. “Or thank her for what she did.”

      “Ha! I’m big,” said a massive man with bulging muscles.

      “Gorlan?” she asked. He just grinned, his nose no longer too small for his body.

      “Wa-wait,” the woman said, walking around bits of shale, “how do you know each other? How do you already have gear? And where are the rest of you!”

      “Jasmine,” said a familiar voice before Reditus Prisha walked through the archway. “Girl, you didn’t read the memo, did you?”

      All the bittersweet happiness drained away. Sarah glared. Her sense of rage always at the ready.

      Jasmine blew out a breath and rolled her eyes. “They just don’t tell me anything. I imagine this has something to do with that secret project you got pulled into?”

      “I can neither confirm nor—”

      “Yeah yeah yeah, I get it, you’re little Miss Special, and I’m stuck here wondering what I’m supposed to do with”—she motioned to the group—“them.”

      “Same as any new transcendent,” Reditus Prisha said. “But, if it ain’t too much of a bother, I’d like to take that one off your hands.”

      “The bomb?”

      “Oh my, is that why there’s shale in the hallway?”

      Sarah crossed her arms. “I don’t want to go with you.” If Reditus Prisha didn’t thrust Virgil onto their fledgling group, Niko would have survived! Or, at the very least, had a chance. And Olette wouldn’t have given up her wish, her dream.

      “Hmm, not even for a doughnut?”

      “A doughnut isn’t going to—”

      “I got a dozen. . . .”

      “—fix what you . . . A dozen? No, I don’t care!”

      “I think you will when you see what I have. . .?” Reditus Prisha said and smiled suspiciously. “You can hate me all you want, you can. Just give me a few minutes.”

      “And the others?” Jasmine asked.

      “Same as any transcendent,” Reditus Prisha said again and waved for Sarah to follow, which—only because of the incessant prodding of her curiosity—she did . . . reluctantly and certainly not because of doughnuts. . . .

      They walked out into the hallway, the arched ceiling high overhead. Every column of stone had glowing white crystals.

      “Sarah,” Reditus Prisha said, studying the elegant floor design as they walked, “I’m so sorry, truly. I didn’t know what Virgil had done to you, and I swear I had no idea what he was going to do. I thought I was helping, is all.”

      “You didn’t,” Sarah said in a whisper. She absolutely, totally hated feeling this way, especially since all of her other friends were now gone. That thought stung. Reditus Prisha was the only one left.

      “I . . . know, I do. But I think I have something that might help?”

      Sarah didn’t say anything.

      Reditus Prisha led the way to an enormous spiraling staircase. One side had a stained glass window that stretched the full length of thirty floors.

      People talked on the stairs, some sitting on ornately carved stone benches. Every floor had doorways to large rooms or connected with corridors. The place was massive.

      The two of them climbed four floors—people nodding their respect to the priest of Light—and stepped through an arched doorway at the very top.

      Sarah stopped.

      All the nasty feelings that fought for space in her chest evaporated, replaced by a sense of awe and a seemingly forgotten feeling of . . . home.

      This was heaven’s library. Shelves sprawled throughout one side of the spacious room, holding thousands of books across multiple open floors.

      The other side looked like a giant tree, the branches forming small alcoves that grew tables. The pathways and rooms were lit by glowing flowers.

      “This is,” Reditus Prisha said, “Ceretree City’s library, it is.” She summoned her old phone, pressed a few buttons, and a rectangle formed. When she took it, it filled in with gold. “And this”—she held it out to Sarah—“is my library card, which you can borrow until we can get you one, okay?”

      Sarah took it. Something about it made the metal tingle as if it vibrated with excitement. That excitement, however, turned sour. She held the card to her chest and blinked back tears.

      It isn’t fair. She got everything: got to live in this wonderful world, got access to a beautiful library, and got away from the Mad Queen despite what she had done.

      Reditus Prisha grabbed Sarah’s shoulders. “Hey you, you did nothing wrong, you hear? And besides, I saved the best for last.”

      Sarah let out a rueful laugh. “The doughnuts?”

      “Not just any doughnuts, no. But there’s a strict No Food rule out here. Come come.” Reditus Prisha led the way up a wooden path within the tree. The alcoves were full of people studying or talking in quiet murmurs.

      Eight or so alcoves in the back, she found a dim one and sat. Flowers bloomed on the spot, lighting up the small space. She then summoned her phone and withdrew paper, quill, and an inkwell.

      Sarah sat. “What’s this?”

      “This? It’s paper and a quill.”

      “I can see that.”

      Reditus Prisha laughed. “It’s special paper that will, once you’re done, be delivered to Olette. I hear she’s learning to read.”

      “Really?” Sarah asked, taking the quill.

      “Really really, but that’s not the surprise. I had this specially made for you.” Reditus Prisha withdrew an oddly-shaped doughnut and handed it over.

      “Oh, it’s very . . .”

      “The baker tried, she did. It’s a fairy.”

      Sarah smiled. “Thank you,” she said, looking over the sugary delight. Something was scratched into the glaze beneath what had to be a head with two fat antennae: Niko.

      Reditus Prisha gently took Sarah’s hand and whispered, “She’s going to be okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue II

          

        

      

    

    
      Niko opened her eyes to a world of green. A warm feeling surged within, and a sense of words formed into her mind, Welcome.

      She spun, feeling something like a backpack tug below her shoulders. “Hello?” She coughed. Her voice sounded very . . . dehydrated.

      The ground wasn’t the ground. Somehow, she died and now stood within the biggest of big trees. Dozens of branches held leaves a good six or eight feet long.

      Big trees were cool.

      This was cool.

      But how did she get out of the tree?

      There was something in her peripheral vision, something bright purple. She turned again, but whatever it was, it moved. Not cool. Maybe the purple blur was just shy?

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said in that odd-sounding voice, then spun again. Damn! It was fast. Very very fast. “Stop hiding. I assure you, I’m much faster than—”

      She spun and spun and spun! The movement pulled at her back, which now made sense. The evasive creature was on her!

      She yelped and slapped at her back and ran, which proved difficult when the world was still spinning. She stumbled to a leaf, pressed her weight against it, and fell through.

      She screamed and plummeted through the open air, hundreds of feet above bushes and flowers and water.

      In a matter of minutes, she had died, was apparently reborn, and would die again. She covered her eyes with both hands and held her breath. It’d all be over in a few seconds.

      Something gentle grabbed her waist, and she slowed. . . . The wind was no long howling past, tugging at her back.

      She peeked through her fingers to find a green face looking back. She screamed and punched him!

      “Ouch!” the monster said, its voice familiar but different. Louder? More full? “Why you hit me? I save you, en you punch punch!”

      “Sixy?”

      “I no Sixy! You no call me that. Call me Steve.”

      “Steve? That’s not cool.”

      “Sixy not cool. Steve be very cool.”

      “How did you get so big?”

      “How you get so dumb?”

      Well, that was rude. “I’m not dumb, thank you very much.”

      “If you no dumb, then flap wings. I no want to carry you all the way to special meeting.”

      “Wings? Meeting?” Niko looked at Steve’s arms. His biceps were quite impressive, human-sized. The thin green material that draped him acted like a second skin, leaving little to the imagination. Mmm.

      She tapped his pec.

      He frowned.

      “Just curious!” She smiled.

      He was the real deal. Unexpected. Sixy was beefy. She could handle green. . . . That thought was quickly replaced by what he had said.

      Flap wings?

      She looked down at her hands. Green? She reached up to her head. Antennae! She focused and moved what felt like a second pair of arms. She had wings! And if the purple blur was anything to go by, they were purple!

      Steve let go, and she hovered. It took almost no effort, no thought. Once she knew what to do, they sort of did their own thing like blinking or breathing.

      “Good good!” Steve said. He smiled. The guy could smile. Those teeth, jagged as they were, somehow looked quite perfect, like all teeth should be jagged.

      She rubbed the end of her tongue against her own teeth. They, too, were jagged. How very awesome! She wanted to bite something, eat something. What did fairies eat?

      “Now,” he said, “you keep up?”

      “Yes yes yes!” she shouted, finding the repeated sounds of words somehow satisfying.

      He sped off in a direction, and she followed. They dove to the ground, flew through tunnels of curling branches with long thorns, skimmed river water, and burst through flowers that sent hundreds of floating fuzzy petals into the air.

      There were dozens of other fairies, playing and eating and gathering berries. Ohhh, berries! They looked so plump and red and delicious.

      She managed to snag two—each the size of a fat watermelon—before Steve could stop her. She gave one to him, and he smiled again. If all it took was a berry to get him to smile, she’d find a dozen more for him!

      A few minutes later, he landed on an old tree stump. She landed, stumbled forward, and found herself in his arms, which was a lot better than a splat. Landings could use some work.

      “Hello, Niko,” said a very very very large Gameus. He was hunched over, blocking out the sun, rim light catching his wiry white beard.

      Another fairy landed. An elegant white sundress made of petals wrapped her. She had bright blue wings.

      “Apology Thirteen?” Niko asked.

      “I be Olette.”

      “I love your dress.”

      Gameus cleared his voice, and Niko jumped. For a moment there, she forgot about him. How very unlike her, and to do that to a god? Ehhh.

      He smiled, so he must not be too annoyed. “You have a very important decision.”

      “I do?”

      “You may choose to remain as a fairy, which comes with certain responsibilities.”

      “Or. . .?”

      “Or return to the Cycle.”

      “I stay stay stay!” She loved flying, and all the nature. And the berries were the sweetest, most delicious things she had ever had. An eternity of this was paradise!

      A distant thought crept in, one she should have thought about much sooner. “Did Sarah win?”

      “She did,” Gameus said. “If it weren’t for the ring you gave her, she would have lost. You could say that your second chance is because of her wish.”

      “What be her wish?” She said be and not was, so funny that.

      “For someone to teach the fairies how to read.”

      “I know how to read!”

      “Yes, you do. Will you teach the fairies?”

      “Yes yes yes!”

      “Very good. Steve and Olette will help you. I’ll leave you in their capable hands.” He stood upright, a twinkle in his eyes, then vanished, leaving behind a flurry of tiny white lights that drifted away in the wind.

      “We be librarians!” Olette said. “First librarians of Fairy Kingdom. Very important job. Other fairies be jealous!”

      Niko nodded. She had a job and could also teach art classes! Maybe make up new games for the fairies to play or compete. The sky was the literal limit for those with wings.

      Steve blushed. He held something. A gift?

      Very delicately, pinching the ends, so the bow lined up in the middle, he proffered a set of purple panties. “You can have panties back.”

      Clothes. . . . Niko looked down to find that she was wearing a white dress. She pulled it up. Panties! Pink panties. And sexy green thighs. She dropped the dress and said, “I have panties! I no take back gift!”

      To which Steve—a boring name, but a name that was growing on her—smiled that beautiful smile.

    

  







            Epilogue III

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [ STOP! ]

      

        

      
        The following epilogue sets up the continuation of Sarah’s story in the Arachnomancer series. If you don’t plan to read the series that Sarah is from, you can skip to the afterword.

      

      

      



  






      Adus crashed into Gameus’s favorite leather Chesterfield chair—oh so padded and comfortable—and pulled her bare feet up under her frilly skirt.

      All of this stress was making her flowers wilt. She snipped half a dozen of them out of her hair just an hour ago. By the time this was over, she may need a long soak in the rejuvenating waters of Lacunavale or maybe treat herself and go to Eli’s spa in the clouds.

      Gameus’s den was homey and rich. The curving walls were covered in bookshelves and filled with leather tomes detailing all of his experiments. Round windows looked out over Olindale, and little plants had little storm clouds happily providing water; that was her touch to the place.

      With a flick of her finger, hundreds of pink symbols materialized into a hovering screen. This was, of course, torture. Looking through the symbols after they were deployed with no way to fix any problems or loopholes that materialized was a good way to, well . . . kill all of her flowers.

      But that queen was a devious parasite. If there was a hole in the symbol logic, the queen would find it, then all the sacrifices Gameus had made would be for naught.

      So far, nothing stood out.

      Adus was the best scribbler of logic this side of the heavens’ Ring. That didn’t mean there were no problems. And, if there were problems, then finding them now would be of paramount importance.

      A white flower petal tumbled through the air and landed in her lap.

      She sighed.

      Hundreds of tiny lights swirled above the den’s locus stone, and Gameus materialized with a frown. “Seven,” he said, shaking his head. “Out of a hundred and twenty. Seven made it out!”

      Given the calculated probability, seven was only two less than she had suggested. They knew this going in, but that didn’t make it any easier.

      “Were the other gods fooled?” she asked.

      He tossed his hands in the air. “You tell me. There should be reviews hitting the Nexus. I believe we have evaded suspicion, but the true test will come after we’re done here.”

      Adus opened a screen. Translucent flakes of pink and green pulled together in the air, and she navigated to the latest news, finding several reviews. “Paradise Post says it was the most entertaining contest of the—”

      “Year?” Gameus suggested, perking up. “Century?”

      “—week,” she said slowly with a grimace, then added in a happy chirp, “You beat out Humping Hippos.”

      “Well, bah! But if that’s all they’re saying, I believe we’re in the clear to continue.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this? What if Asceria doesn’t let the soulbounds go?”

      “I doubt she will,” he said and let out a breath. The sheer weight on his shoulders, the guilt he must be feeling, she wanted to take it away somehow, bring back the fun and excitement of creating worlds and giving souls a second chance.

      “There’s no coming back from this,” she said, knowing full well that she was only saying the words because they needed to be said, not because either of them didn’t already know, “from making a heaven fall.”

      “I know. It is a sin I will bear.”

      “We will. It’s my curse, after all. I just hope my little performance with your art collection,” she winked to give this dour situation some levity, “will throw off the inquisitors. I doubt the contestants had any idea there were two curses.”

      “Where did you find those books anyway? Elf porn?”

      “I . . . you know . . . Why does it matter? It worked, didn’t it?”

      He raised an eyebrow, then chuckled.

      Silence fell between them for a long moment, growing more serious with time. He finally said, “No point in delaying any further.”

      She felt sick. More of her delicate petals lay scattered about the chair and floor. She waited for Gameus to say the words he nor she could ever take back, everything ready at the touch of a button.

      “Activate the curse.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Daiyu walked through the halls of her respectable business, hands clasped behind her back, posture always perfect. She listened to the sounds of pleasure that softly escaped the walls.

      Souls were such cautious things, always on guard against the corruption. But all it took was a sensual touch, a whisper, a kiss, and that caution evaporated, leaving the soul bare and perfect for research, research that had since concluded.

      She would miss this world.

      But nothing came without sacrifice.

      She turned the corner and stepped into the shadows, her form losing its flesh and bone, disintegrating to smoke.

      Her first soulbounds waited for their queen, their souls broken and perfect. She trailed a finger across the cheek of her most precious of souls, a vampire, empty and ready to be forged into a formidable general in the war to come.

      Daiyu, Asceria, the Mad Queen glided up the quickly forming black bricks to an equally black throne and sat.

      A smoky crow cawed and landed on the armrest. She stroked its head, and hundreds of memories of her kingdom materialized, revealing hidden pink symbols that acted like a virus.

      The symbols lured out the corruption, forming it into dark purple crystals, a weight that, if not cleansed, would upset the balance and see her heaven fall.

      She smiled, anticipation burning. Everything was going according to plan.

      “And so it begins. . . .”
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      This stupid book was supposed to be a novella. Damn you, Sarah! I said 20,000 words, not 130,000!

      It also happened to be quite difficult to write. Sarah and Dhane (Arachnomancer) have many similarities, but finding Sarah’s voice—and maintaining it—took lots of rewriting.

      The end result, however, is simply awesome. I couldn’t be more proud of how this book shaped up. Sarah’s epilogue makes me cry. I know, I’m a sentimental old (fine, not that old) author who gets way too attached to his characters.

      I think this is why I actively dream of writing slice-of-life stories. I don’t want to throw my characters into the Pit of Despair. I want them to have fun, flirt, get embarrassed, and make us laugh at their expense. . . .

      But either way, I will continue to work on these crazy stories for your enjoyment. I want to give everyone an escape from reality, which can become overwhelming at times.

      If you have two minutes, please take my survey. All of my books have a two-question survey that asks about what you liked and what you didn’t like. This information helps me decide what elements in my stories to focus on.

      
        
        https://dustin.link/s1

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Bookworm to Badass! I appreciate your patronage and couldn’t do this without you.

      If you could let one person know about this book or make a post on your favorite social media site, that would be amazing. Word of mouth is the best way to help me get more readers, which ultimately leads to more books like this!

    

  







            Tod’s Misadventures in Fairyland

          

          

      

    

    






FREE BONUS STORY!

        

      

    

    
      Now that you’ve reached the end of this here fine book, you may stop and wonder, “What actually happened to Tod?”

      Well, wonder no more! In this free newsletter exclusive story, we get to see the events of the first contest from Tod’s perspective.

      Unravel the mystery, have a laugh, and check out his cool cover I designed by clicking the following link (to BookFunnel). Enjoy!

      
        
        https://dustin.link/tod

      

      

      
        
        BookFunnel is a delivery service I pay for to help you get my bonus content and read it on any device: eReader, phone, computer, etc.

      

      

    

  







            Arachnomancer

          

          

      

    

    






A SILLY & SERIOUS LITRPG

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve enjoyed Bookworm to Badass, I think you’ll enjoy Arachnomancer, the series Sarah is originally from. It takes place eight years after Sarah enters Olindale and is full of the same humor.

      
        
        Get Arachnomancer on Amazon!

      

      

      

  




BLURB

      Dhane kicked the bucket in spectacular fashion, every bone crushed, every organ popped against the full force of a 40-ton garbage truck speeding through a red light.

      The only part of him intact—whole—entirely unaffected by the grisly affair, was his soul. Souls are durable things, you see, like kids: they bounce.

      And bounce he did, into the abyss between worlds, drifting until one excited soul watcher fished him out and found him a new home, a heaven for gamers and nerds and everything in between.

      It was all he could have ever wanted in the afterlife, down to choosing his class, killing mobs, and exploring a beautiful fantasy world chock full of mysteries yet to be discovered.

      At least . . . it would have been those things if that first day had gone a little, tiny bit differently.

      Instead, he now finds himself locked in the middle of an eternal conflict between Light and Shadow—humans and monsters—potentially being the enemy to all.

      
        
        Wrong Divinity is the start of a LitRPG series that balances comedy with serious themes. It's an isekai, a portal fantasy, to the spirit realm. Join Dhane, our underdog, as he explores his new world, a world full of unique characters, RPG mechanics, and spiders—ugly, terrifying spiders—while he learns what it means to be an Arachnomancer.

      

      

      
        
        Get Arachnomancer on Amazon!
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      Acknowledgments are hard to write, especially for me, who tries to do everything himself. 99.9% of the time, I work alone. This tends to mean that no one, outside of myself, has made any large contributions to the work or large enough to justify listing them.

      This leads me to thank anyone and everyone who has spent a few seconds listening to me prattle on about my latest book (or who held the door for me at Panda Express, or who waved at me while out on my daily walk and asked for my autograph [note: this didn’t happen, but we’re dealing in the realm of hypotheticals, and wouldn’t you want to list such an amazing person?]).

      Just who do you thank?

      And once you thank someone, should you not include everyone else remotely related to them—including unborn children—so they don’t feel left out?

      I think the best way to handle this is to give a vague acknowledgment to my awesome support team: friends and family who cheer me on. Thank you, friends and family! You know who you are.

      With that handled, I should give credit where credit is due. That’s what this is really about, isn’t it? Credit. Those who actively helped make this book possible.

      With that perspective set, I’d like to first give credit to Grammarly. You are the dumbest editor I have ever worked with. You’re so dumb, you force me to be a better writer since I have to research everything to the point I know when you’re wrong, which happens to be more than half the time. Thanks.
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      Not only did her emails make me laugh on multiple occasions, but she also caught my mistakes and highlighted areas of confusion.
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      If you would like to join my beta or advance-reader-copy team, please email me at author@dustintigner.com.

      

  




ROUND TWO!

      Did you know that Bookworm to Badass was not the original title of this book? Ooh, tricky.

      I’m adding to this acknowledgments section after the original book—I’m a Fudging Vampire! Does That Mean I Sparkle?—flopped so hard in the market that I decided to unpublish it.

      Given the genre and a female protagonist, I knew this would be an uphill battle. But I was dumbfounded by the sheer lack of interest. After two days, it was clear I had screwed up.

      When you work on something for nine months, when you pour your everything into it day after day, and when all that effort results in a resounding silence, it’s not the best feeling in the world.

      I try not to dwell on bad things that have happened. I accept them, learn from them, and then choose the next course of action. In this case, I made a pity-party tweet as a way to publicly own up to my failure so I could move forward.

      Feedback was the last thing I wanted. That’s likely because I enjoy the challenge of doing everything myself. Inviting others to criticize my creative direction sounded terrible.

      But sometimes, we just need help.

      I’d like to thank Matt Dinniman for taking the time to point out a number of fixable problems. His advice was on point, but better than that, it cracked my anti-help shell.

      His advice helped me be more receptive to the feedback of others. I immediately wrote up all my thoughts concerning my book’s launch and posted it to the LitRPG Authors’ Guild Facebook group.

      I was humbled by their support.

      Dammit, why am I crying?

      It’s just a book . . . a book I love quite dearly, a book I decided not to give up on, no matter how poorly it does in the market. This story and its crazy characters are special to me.

      I find myself in the opposite position as my original acknowledgments section. There are now too many people to list by name for their kind words, support, and advice.

      I’d like to thank the LitRPG Authors’ Guild as a whole for their help and constant guidance. I’d like to thank all of my author friends who chimed in with suggestions. And I’d like to thank my friends and family who called and texted to ensure I was okay. You guys are great.

      Lastly, I’d like to thank Travis Baldree, who suggested I use the alliterative phrase I had cooked up for this book’s blurb—bookworm to badass—as the title. It’s absolutely perfect.
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I’D LOVE TO HEAR FROM YOU!

        

      

    

    
      If you want to send me your thoughts, ask questions, report typos, or for any other reason, please feel free to reach out.

      
        
        Email

        author@dustintigner.com

      

        

      
        Website

        https://dustintigner.com

      

        

      
        Newsletter

        https://dustin.link/newsletter

      

        

      
        Twitter

        https://twitter.com/DustinTigner

      

        

      
        Facebook

        https://facebook.com/DustinTigner

      

        

      
        BookBub

        https://bookbub.com/profile/dustin-tigner

      

      

      



  




FACEBOOK GROUPS

      I’m in most GameLit/LitRPG-related Facebook groups. The main ones I visit daily are listed below. You’re welcome to tag me in your posts.

      
        
        GameLit Society

        https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

      

        

      
        LitRPG Books

        https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

      

        

      
        LitRPG Releases

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgreleases

      

        

      
        LitRPG Forum

        https://facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

      

      

      

  




REDDIT

      I’m an avid Reddit user, even if I almost never make posts. If you’re a Reddit fan, check out these great subreddits.

      
        
        LitRPG

        https://reddit.com/r/litrpg

      

        

      
        Progression Fantasy

        https://reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy
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      Dustin Tigner graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Computer & Information Technology in 2011. The degree allowed for a broad focus on numerous topics, making him a unicorn: the rare industry expert that can program and design.

      To this day, he has way too many gosh-darn interests, including writing—obviously—digital painting, programming, composing music, voice acting, and game design.

      In 2003, he built a writing community and ran it for six years. In 2010, he published 7Strains: The Infectious, an Xbox 360 game. And in 2017, he coined the term GameLit to act as a more inclusive genre to LitRPG.

      Dustin is a nerd at heart, collecting and trading knowledge like it’s a card game. He’s a Kickstarter super backer with over eighty board game pledges. He loves video games, board games, anime, and books.

      

  




TIME CAPSULE 9/2022

      
        
        Based on when I finished the book, not when it was published.

      

      

      It has been a year since the last time capsule! There are too many things to list, but here are the highlights.

      Played a lot of Dying Light 2—we maxed out our level and are now waiting for the expansion; Borderlands 3—I love these games and their whacky humor and crazy guns!; Legion TD 2—4v4 tower defense game with an active community; Halo Infinite—played for a few weeks and now waiting for the co-op campaign to be released; and V Rising—a neat top-down ARPG with a vampire theme.

      The last two anime shows I’ve enjoyed include Spy × Family—a funny and cute show with lots of misunderstandings between a spy, assassin, and their adopted psychic daughter; and My Dress-up Darling—a spicier/ecchi anime that is absolutely hilarious and cute, about young love.

      My TV show picks include Bridgerton season 2—it was as good, if not better than the first season!; Star Trek Strange New Worlds—this season was way too short!; The Witcher season 2—the first season has it beat, but it’s still a fun show.

      I’ve read some fun books, including The Kaiju Preservation Society by John Scalzi—a slice-of-life with big monsters; Beware of Chicken by CasualFarmer—an OP/feel-good Progression Fantasy book about farming and making friends; and Legends & Lattes by Travis Baldree—a cute story about settling down, finding a new family, and building a successful coffee shop.
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