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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Geek Witch and the Treacherous Tome of Deadly Danger was originally published through the online journal evOke: witchcraft*paganism*lifestyle. This edition is slightly revised, expanded, and re-formatted.

      This edition also includes bonus content: the opening chapters of The Adventure of the Faerie Coffin, a Gaslamp occult mystery featuring Mary Morstan and Sherlock Holmes; and The Maiden and the Marrow Witch, a fantasy murder mystery set in a magical version of ancient Crete.

      As always, I hope you have has much fun reading these stories as I had writing them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ~ One ~

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry, Mac, but you needed to roll a nine, not a two. Your Ranger failed their dexterity and just got chomped by a swamp tiger.”

      Mac stared at me across the table, her mouth hanging open in shock and distress. Next to her, Gregory winced in sympathy, his gaze moving back and forth between us. The rest of the party looked varyingly sympathetic (Juno), self-satisfied (Rochester), or impatient (Fred).

      “But … but …,” Mac stammered. “But I spent five years building Hockingkliss up to level eight. Five. Years.”

      “Yes, I know.” I nodded. “I was here for all five years, remember? Doesn’t change the fact that you failed their dexterity roll and walked right into the swamp tiger’s den. Right in. Swamp tigers don’t like that. And since you rolled a two, they probably stepped on its tail. Insult to injury.”

      Mac’s lips trembled and the corners of her eyes got noticeably wet.

      “Well, okay.” Gregory shifted forward on his chair, hands lifted in a placating gesture. “Chomp-chomped, or just like … nibbled? Like, lost a leg.”

      I crossed my arms on the table, careful not to dislodge the stack of books and notes and the pile of dice and the Artium Magister screen that took up my entire side.

      Mac hiccuped, swallowing a sob.

      Fred rolled their eyes, dropping their head onto the back of the chair.

      Rochester had no sympathy, and, to judge by the tightening of her mouth, Juno’s was fast fading. It would disappear entirely if Mac went into full drama queen mode. Then I would be facing a full party revolt, everyone would stomp out and threaten never to return, and it would be a month before I could coax them all back to the table with promises of kittens and homemade donuts.

      (The donuts were already a semi-regular thing. I had only brought out the kittens twice in the five years I had been running this campaign.)

      (It was also my longest campaign. There was no way I would let Mac’s hysterics bring it down, forcing me to start all over again.)

      (Five. Years.)

      “Fine. Roll your d20. You get a ten or higher, Hockingkliss manages to crawl out of the swamp tiger’s den minus one leg. Roll a natural 20, and they get out maimed, but healable.” I shot Rochester a significant glance. “Assuming your healer makes his roll.”

      Mac squealed with delight and clapped her hands, her rings and bracelets flashing. Rocking side to side in her chair, she made herself more comfortable, than reached for her twenty-sided die.

      It was a beautiful opal piece with a tiny flower in the center.

      A real flower, too, magically embedded inside a real opal that had been cut into the proper shape. That was real gold paint used for the numbers, too.

      I had almost said no when she brought it to her first game. I probably should have said no. Employing anything magical in a game of Quaesitum was just asking for trouble. But she had begged and pleaded and cried, and I had checked the die and — yes, while it was magical, it was a small magic. There had probably been a rating on the original packaging. So low that it barely even registered.

      My son would have objected, but he wasn’t here. He was off being a grown-up. This wasn’t his game, it was mine.

      And it was a beautiful die.

      Mac inhaled and threw. The die glittered as it rolled under the store lights. This was not a gentle toss. It bounced and skipped across the board, banging into miniature trees, ricocheting off the Ruined Tower of Ruminius the Thaumaturge, spiraling around the sleeping party of questors (minus Hockingkliss, who had decided to go exploring on their own, because that’s just what Hockingkliss does), and through the painted blue pool of “water,” before coming to rest against the back of my Artium Magister screen.

      I stood up and leaned over to read the die.

      Juno’s eyebrows jumped.

      Rochester shook his head.

      Fred grinned. “Burp.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Mac was still weeping when Gregory led her out the front door, his arm over her shoulders. She was waving her hands back and forth, fingers clenched tight around the shreds of her character sheets.

      I watched them from the front step. Downtown was virtually empty, with most of the shops long closed for the night. The perpetually-slow clock that towered over the floral shop and the rest of downtown had yet to strike eleven. Trees shivered in the low wind, and pools of illumination from the streetlights washed the cityscape of color; even the bright green and gold lettering in my front bay window —

      
        
        Geek Witch

        games comics and sundry adventures

      

      

      — was dark. The bookstore across the street was quiet, too, with no sign of Gunther staying late to stock or just enjoy some quiet time. The lights were still on at M’s Cafe two blocks down, though, and I could hear music and laughter from the taproom around the corner.

      Gregory led Mac down the street, towards the bus stop. Hopefully only the driver would have to hear her wailing. Any other passengers would probably bail at the first opportunity.

      Fred stopped beside me, bag over one shoulder. “I wouldn’t sweat it, Erm. We’ve needed a new Ranger for years now.”

      They stumbled forward as Juno appeared in the doorway behind them, and gave them a sharp shove. “Seriously, Fred? How many times has she said Don’t call me Erm? You’re being a bigger jerk than usual tonight.” She flipped up the collar of her jacket. “To actually be serious, though, and in the interests of party harmony and cohesion maybe … I don’t know … divine intervention? Or maybe Hockingkliss has a twin who is also a Ranger and who just happens to have all the same stats?”

      Rochester shoved his way into the small space, pushing Fred further out onto the sidewalk. “And who just happens to be in the vicinity of the Ruined Tower of Ruminius the Thaumaturge?”

      “Sure, why not?” Juno shot back.

      Fred rolled their eyes. “With another party of questors who just happen to have —”

      “Hey, that’s a great idea!” Juno beamed and hopped off the step, joining Fred on the sidewalk.

      Rochester followed, nodding. “Yeah, sure. Another party. Hockingkliss’ twin vows revenge, we kill the swamp tiger, we raid the Ruined Tower and get the Mighty Mace of Majestic Might —”

      “ — with the other party —”

      Rochester was nodding harder now, Juno at his side as they headed towards her tiny car. “ — And Hockingkliss’ twin decides to stay with our party after that in memory of their sibling. Fulfill their vow.”

      Fred backed away from me, bemused expression on their face. “So. You have fun this week drawing up backstories and stats for an entirely new party of NPCs who will be used once and then never be seen again. Toodles.”

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      Fred was not wrong.

      Neither were Juno and Rochester. It was a doable work-around, and would  (probably, maybe) placate Mac. Which means Gregory would be happy, too.

      And better a heretofore unknown twin than a divine intervention.

      Sure, the Deities in Quaesitum were completely fictional, and the prayers and resurrection spells and whatnot bore no resemblance to the real thing.

      But you never knew Who might be listening.

      Resigning myself to several evenings flipping through manuals and scribbling notes, I stepped back into the store. Locking the door behind me, I watched Juno, Rochester, and Fred drive away, and was just about to pull down the rolling shade and hit the lights when a truck rattled up to the curb. The brakes squeaked and the furniture piled in the back bed bounced and skidded.

      Squinting through the glare of the streetlights on the windshield, I could just make out a familiar figure.

      After a minute of awkwardly wrangling with something in the seat, he climbed out. He held a heavy box in his arms, the top flaps gaping open as the contents poked out.

      I unlocked the door and pushed it open, bracing it with my foot. I smiled in welcome, if slightly confused. “Hey, Terence. You’re out late.”

      “Hey, Ermentrude. Sorry to come by now. Was hoping to make it a couple hours ago, but I got stuck on I-40. Some big pile up.”

      “Sorry to hear that. Find something good?” I dipped my head towards the overflowing box. Now that he was closer I could see book spines and rolled parchments.

      “That I did. Or, at least I think so.” He stepped up and squeezed through the door. Making his way through the rows of book cases, comic racks, miniature sets, dice packs, posters, and assorted odds and ends, he dropped the box on the front counter.

      I winced at the thud as it hit the wood, and quickly locked the door.

      “Stumbled across an estate sale,” Terence continued. “Some back road off another back road off I-40. I was lost, I think.”

      I moved around to the back side of the counter. “You? Lost? Never.”

      When I grinned, he returned the expression, sheepishly rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Yeah … well …. It was an old sign, too, like the sale was months ago, but they never bothered to take it down. I drove on up, didn’t see anyone at first, but then this lady came out and I asked her if I could look around and she said sure.” Another shrug. “Spent a few hours digging through the barn and shed and an old house at the back of the property. Came out with some nice rocking chairs and a couple of chests.” He patted the top of the box. “And a bunch of old books. A few first editions, old classics.”

      “Any I might be interested in?”

      “Naw, not those. Straight up literature. Serious stuff. Not your kind of thing. But these?” He gave the box another pat. “Look to be some old game guides, a few Change Your Destiny pocketbooks, weird maps, that kinda thing.”

      I folded back one of the flaps. There was a definite whiff of dust and spiderwebs, but not mildew. That was a good sign. “Think you could leave it with me for a few days? Give me a chance to do some research, get an idea as to their real worth, and give you a fair price — assuming I want them, of course.”

      “You? Not want some old gaming book? Never.”

      I rolled my eyes and Terence just chuckled.

      “Sure, no problem. I heard about a big sale down south, anyway, so I’m gonna be outta state for about a week. Call me when you got it figured out and make me an offer.” He stuck out a big hand and we shook.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      Balancing the box against my hip with one arm, I locked the door behind Terence and flicked off the lights. I heard the engine of his truck rattle to life as I pressed a hand to the seam between the door frame and the door, directly above the handle. My fingertips touched the sigils I had carved into the paint and the wood decades earlier, repainted and resealed quarterly with honey, blackberry, cinnamon, rue, and powdered tiger’s eye.

      I pushed a little bit of my Self into the sigils and I felt them warm. A subtle shimmer that I could just see from the corners of my eyes. The shimmer spread across the windows, across the ceiling and floor. When it reached the sigils I had carved into each corner, those warmed and glowed, too, for just a moment.

      Exhaling slowly, I lifted my hand away and moved through the store; past the counter and back office; through the back gaming room with its clusters of tables; and towards the fire exit, steps as much by memory as by the faint illumination from the streetlights.

      I had only set the wards on the back door once, back when I opened Geek Witch. But it never hurt to check them.

      Satisfied, I headed up the stairs to my apartment. It had been a long day. I had plants to water, dinner to cook, a gift basket for Klara to make up, and a bed to sleep in. (Alone, but, hey, it was my bed and that meant there was no one to steal the blankets or re-arrange the pillows.)

      Maybe spend a few minutes with a good book.

      Or plotting the background stories of a group of NPCs that I would use once and then never, ever see or use or think about, ever again.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      They appeared in my dreams. That was fairly typical. I often dreamt of our party of adventurers after a gaming session. But this was … not a normal dream.

      Rochester and Fred and Juno and Gregory and Mac were all there, playing their characters. Rochester in his healer’s robes, Fred in blessed plate armor, Juno with a belt full of lock picks and keys, Gregory in the jewels and silks of a mage, and Mac in the greenery and animal hides of a ranger. The Ruined Tower loomed over them, stark stone in the light of the moon.

      (That wasn’t right. The world of Quaesitum had three moons. Not like the real world.)

      There was something in the Tower. Something we — they — needed. Something important.

      We just had to get to it.

      We had to.

      The party started forward, crossing the wide field of stones and rusted armor and desiccated trees that ringed the Tower.

      Shadows rose up out of the ground, faceless, nameless. They screamed and twisted and twirled through the air, morphing from one terrifying shape into another, blocking the adventurers’ progress — but, strangely, never hurting them. Only slowing them down, hindering their path.

      The party was not so forgiving. Arrows flew, swords and daggers flashed in the moon’s light. When one shadow was struck down by sword or arrow or dagger, melting into nothingness, another rose in its place.

      They seemed to weep as they faded.

      Across the field, closer, closer, closer to the Tower. Shadows rising and falling and more rising again.

      Exhausted and dirty, the adventurers finally reached the door. It was massive, cracked, but with a huge steel and wood brace and half-a-dozen chains strung across the front.

      We had to get through the door. We had to get into the Tower.

      It was waiting for us.

      It needed us.

      Their armor glimmering, Fred raised their sword ….

      
        
        ***

      

      

      My alarm wailed. I jerked awake, slapped the button, and dropped face first back into the pillow; and the damp spot I had drooled during the night.

      Lifting my face away in disgust, I rolled out from beneath the blankets and dragged my legs over the side of the bed.

      Scraps of the dream clung to the edges of my brain. The shadows had been neat. And the locked door. Maybe I would add those to the campaign.

      And whatever was in the Tower. Maybe it wasn’t just the Mighty Mace of Majestic Might. Or not the Mace at all? Maybe that was a lure, a ploy to get someone into the Tower to find … what?

      Something that wanted out.

      Shaking my head at the thought, I tossed aside my warm, fluffy blankets. My wonderful, warm, fluffy blankets. After a quick shower, I pulled on a comfy polka dot robe and slippers and headed into the small kitchen. I wrote a quick note reminding myself to get fish for Klara’s gift basket, then dug out my tea and bread. While the mint tea brewed and the bread toasted, I pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves and started unloading Terence’s box of treasures onto the sideboard.

      I set aside the two rolls of parchment. Glancing down inside, they did seem to be maps, but the paper was poor quality. I would need to soften them up a bit before I tried to unroll them.

      A handful of comics followed. Nothing spectacular. A few first issues of several popular pirate series, but also a fifth issue — cool — with the surprise revelation that the Pirate Queen was the secret love child of the Governor. Oopsy.

      Then three small pocketbooks, all tucked inside plastic bags. I gingerly slid them out, and was surprised at their good condition. No sign of bugs or mildew or moisture damage; no folded corners; no cracked spines; just yellowing along the edges of the pages.

      Even better, Terence had been right. These were first edition Change Your Destiny titles from Hierophant Press: garish cover art, pulpy prose, borderline lascivious interior artwork, and all. The Salamander’s Secret by Irvine J. Irving (number eight in the series). The Cauldron of Corpses by B.A. Bateman (that would be number twelve). And The Twilight Tower of Terror by Clark C.L. Arthur (thirty-three).

      I frowned. I recognized the first two authors. House pen names used by Hierophant Press; a dozen people, at least, had their work published under those names, which explained the erratic quality of the titles.

      But I had never heard of Clark C.L. Arthur, and I had no idea that the series had reached thirty-three books. I could have sworn that The Bizarre Bazaar of Bizzard (thirty-two) was the last, and it had been published over forty years ago, right before the Feds shut down Hierophant.

      The pocketbooks went on the table next to the maps.

      My tea pot whistled and my toast popped.

      Pulling off the nitrile gloves, I poured myself a cup of tea and slathered some blackberry jam on a slice of too-hot bread. Glancing at the clock, I realized that I was quickly running short on time. Inhaling the bread, I left the tea to cool while I pulled on a new pair of gloves.

      The remaining contents of the box consisted of old game guides. Again, Terence had been right. The man had absolutely no sense of direction, but he could sniff out a rare find better than a bloodhound.

      First editions. Three for Quaesitum (Basic Rules and The Guide for Rangers and Benevolent Beasts). And one for Skyflower (A Guide to Arcane Ruins).

      I felt my eyebrows jump and my skin prickled.

      A quick glance through the Quaesitum volumes confirmed that all of the spells were in gibberish Latin. No one would be able to accidentally summon, curse, or possess anyone or anything with those nonsense verb tenses and mis-ordered nouns and adjectives.

      They were harmless.

      The Skyflower volume was another matter.

      I carefully laid it out and flipped open the cover to the publication page.

      
        
        Skyflower: A Guide to Arcane Ruins

        Leigh Machen and Norton MacDonald

        Hierophant Press

      

      

      And then in tiny script down at the bottom:

      
        
        Printing One (1) of One (1)

      

      

      I swallowed hard.

      “Well, isn’t that special.”

      First edition. The first edition. The Feds had raided Hierophant Press because of this book. Dismantled the corporation. Thrown the publisher and authors in prisoner for life. Seized and destroyed every single original printing. And banned the book worldwide, no exceptions, forever.

      This was the book that destroyed Chicago. This was the book that turned Chicago into a drowned ruin of bloodthirsty monsters, temporal eruptions, and ravening phantoms.

      And I was holding a copy in my hands, in my kitchen, in my comfy polka dot bathrobe and slippers.

      Maybe the game store hadn’t been such a good idea after all.
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