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To Wil, always creating his own RPGs.
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Hey! Free book!
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Get a free copy of the LitRPG, My Three-Year-Old is a Barbarian and Other Parenting Problems. You’ll get on my humor email list and can leave at any time.
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NECROMANTIC RITUALS, murderous ogres, battle-scarred rangers: not a typical Saturday detention for unsuspecting teaching assistant, Petra, and her delinquent teen charges.

The Beaverton High School Breakfast Club show up for what they thought would be cleaning the locker room with a toothbrush when the morning goes horribly wrong, and they fall victim to a deadly, dark spell.

Some jerkwad moon mage shoves the consciousness of Petra’s three-year-old into the body of a musclebound barbarian, and she is transformed into a halfling. The kids get stuck as a cleric, fire mage, and other stalwarts of your typical fantasy gaming party.

Now they must quest through a land of pissed-off warriors, angry giants, a pompous vampire, and a necromancer out to kill Petra and her child.
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Part IV


1-Father
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Daisuke unsheathed his blade from an invisible scabbard, interrupting his father mid-sentence. 

“The complexities of the motor vehicle industry aren’t for...” his father, Akihiko, trailed off as Daisuke fluidly stepped onto the long, fancy table with various high-end breakfast dishes on silver serving trays that were more expensive than most sports cars. He stalked past his half-sister and the empty table setting for his half-brother.

The entire family was dressed in their country club finest—coordinated blues and whites from a designer London label. Daisuke passed his mom—a young Korean woman half his father’s age and his second wife—as he approached Akihiko, staring at him with his blade at the ready.

His father was the owner of Kaze Motors, the most powerful car manufacturer in the world. Folks said the tires of a Kaze had touched every road on planet Earth. Like any self-respecting billionaire, his father made money in business ventures all over the world, and Kaze represented a fraction of his wealth.

Daisuke raised his blade and sliced the man’s head off.

***
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DAISUKE STROLLED INTO his Office Pool and casually wiped down his blade before returning it to the rack. Maxi, their self-appointed Generalist leader, was arguing with Flav, a large Black man of the Porter Class and functionally the tank of the party. From the sound of it, they were quarreling about some nonsense: whether Chuck D or Flavor Flav would make a better ice cream flavor.

“Flavor’s Crave has some nuance to it.” Maxi dug in.

“But Chuck D’s Nuts,” Flav said between breaths as he couldn’t hold his laughter. 

“I still prefer Chocalnator X,” Patti said with a look on her face that signified she didn’t care much about her own health despite being their healer Customer Care Advocate. 

“What do you think, Daisuke?” Maxi asked.

Daisuke rolled his eyes, flopped down at his desk, and answered, “I don’t like ice cream.”

“Wait? You don’t like ice cream!” Maxi yelped. “No... no... how can you not like ice cream?!”

“I can take it or leave it,” Daisuke said.

“That’s not the same as disliking it.”

“Fine, I’ll leave it then,” Daisuke said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Maxi sauntered to the others with a bewildered look on her face. “Can you believe he doesn’t like ice cream? Who doesn’t like ice cream...?”

“Maybe he just doesn’t like it,” Flav suggested.

Daisuke put on his headphones and opened his character sheet.

Name: Daisuke Hax  

Gender: Male  

Ethnicity: Japanese/Korean

Office Pool: Lus3rs (Cumulative Tier 9.7)

Tier: 9.5

Class: Sales Associate

Level: 82

Stats:

Ambition: 65

Adaptability: 20

Dedication: 43

Speed: 45

Creativity: 25

Emotional Intelligence: 56

Luck: 15

Life: 666/666

AR: 34

Att: +53 Katana (54-66 damage)

Att: +53 Wakizashi (54-62 damage)

Att: +25 Shotgun, birdshot, 8/8 rounds (45-65 damage, 100’ range, 5’ spread)

Att: +25 Shotgun, buckshot, 8/8 rounds (65-85 damage, 100’ range)

Att: +38 Contend (no damage, attempt to wrestle opponent into submission)

Att: +36 Unarmed Strike (37-38 damage)

Skills:

Climbing (basic) +10

Close the Deal +36

Customer Service +45

Deceit +43

Dodge +33

Dual Wield

Listen +17

Martial Arts: +23, Style Focus: Jujutsu +15, Style Focus: Karate +13

Melee Weapons +23, Intermediate Boosts: Swords: +10 Advanced Boosts: Specialization Katana +10, Specialization: Wakizashi +10

Range Weapons +19, Intermediate Boosts: Firearms: +1

Sales Acumen + 45

Sneak +26

Credits: 20,456 

Items: +5 Sales Suit (common), Birdshot (16), Buckshot (16), Cloaking Scabbards (uncommon), Cloaking Holster (uncommon), Cloaking Infinity Backpack (rare), HR Implant, +10 Katana of Humanoid Slaying (rare), Ring of Speed Boost I (uncommon), +5 Shotgun, +15 Stealth Chain Mail (uncommon), +10 Wakizashi of Grutomaton Slaying (rare)

Storage: (Cubicle): +2 Birdshot (5), Birdshot (73), Buckshot (37), +4 Cereal Bars of Ambition (4), +1 Headphones of Endless EDM, +1 Khakis (10), +11 Meat Stick of Healing (1), +7 Potato of Exploding, +2 Shirt of Protection (10), +2 Shotgun, +2 Water Bottle of Refilling, Weapons Rack of Repair (3 Spaces)

Passes:

Cafeteria II (two boost foods per meal)

Domiciles:

Company Apartment (Basic)

He was saving some skill points to add Krav Maga to his style focus, less for adding another martial arts skill but rather as a prerequisite for an expert sword style he had his eye on to increase his basic attack. His only gripe with the skill tree was that certain aspects weren’t visible to him unless he reached the level and ability points to purchase the skill. The only exception was Class skills, and he could only see the ones the next tier up.

When he had first joined the Company, he had asked Terry, their AI companion that was sort of a nanny figure to Maxi, about the skill tree, and the bot had said, “People rarely know what the future holds. Will the survivalist skills be more valuable than the accounting skill? Had you been born in the 1950s, the accounting skill would have taken you much further in life than any knowledge of survivalism. Thus, the skill tree is limited to ensure you diversify your skill set, so you avoid only being good at one thing, and avoid premature termination when you find yourself in a situation where your one skill isn’t useful.”

“Unless you were born in one of the many countries destabilized over the years,” Daisuke had replied.

“The what?” Terry said, then added, “Ah, the overwhelming exception fallacy. Attempting to disprove my statement that accounting would be a more useful skill for a person born in the 1950s than survivalism by finding the few exceptions where their ability to live off the land would be more useful than number crunching and willfully ignoring the fact that a majority of people born in that time period lived in—”

Daisuke had ended the connection with Terry before he could get lectured any further that day. The truth was the world had fundamentally shifted since the 1950s despite some people’s attempts to go back to that era. All he saw were men like his father, growing vast stockpiles of wealth, mostly at the expense of his workers’ physical health and well-being.

He had grown up in London with his mother, Kiara, who was a product of a K-pop school in Seoul that produced star after star, hit after hit, but at the cost that only 3% ever made it to the upper echelons of the Korean music industry. His mom had studied dance with military discipline. She had vocal training with instructors who would swat food out of her hand if there was even a minor chance of damaging her voice.

When Kiara’s class was paraded past musical executives during their graduation pageant and were assembled in the next boy and girl bands that would capture the hearts and minds of teenagers across the globe, his mom was picked as a backup dancer. Which meant anything from stand-in when one of the real stars were sick all the way to just another one of the nameless people on stage or in the background of the “real” talent.

She had been devastated, because even the backup dancers lived a life of military discipline and grueling hours like she had in school, except with no hope of ever taking center stage. Unlike in America, where it seemed anyone could do anything, she knew that if she wasn’t picked on graduation day, she never would be. There would always be another graduating class to form the next boy and girl bands in the industry.

Daisuke couldn’t blame her for accepting help from one of the wealthiest men in the world, who had taken an interest in her and then offered her comfort and security she would otherwise not obtain on her own. However, his half-brother and sister could, indeed, blame her. She was the seductress who had driven a wedge between their parents by targeting him backstage at a show during the VIP soiree.

However, in order to ensure he would actually get a shot with Kiara, Daisuke’s father kept finding excuses for them to be alone at the party, and eventually, she had consented to going out to dinner with him because it was too exhausting to avoid him. She always reminisced about their first date with a smile, and sometimes a laugh—the mannerisms his half-brother and sister interpreted to be part of her diabolical nature for the sole purpose of tearing the family apart.

It wasn’t like his half-brother and sister had anything to fear from his mom or himself. Daisuke was too much of a half-breed to inherit anything, and his mom wasn’t going to get anything but the house in London and a stipend to keep her comfortable. The wealth, the businesses—Kaze Motors—it was all going to the children from the first marriage, whom his father adored.

Daisuke had been an inconvenient byproduct of sex. While his mother loved him more than anything, he had long since come to terms with the fact that his father hadn’t chosen his mom as a person to build a life with, but more because the guy had gone through a midlife crisis and needed to prove his manhood by marrying a woman who was far younger and prettier than his then-wife.

From the outside, it looked like just another billionaire had taken a gorgeous, too-young-for-him second wife, but to his father’s credit, he had treated his mother well. He had never hit her or yelled at her, attempted to use his power, influence, and money to mold her in the image he had in mind. In fact, when he had decided to move to London, he built a dance studio in the house just for her. He had taken her to dance performances across the world and even donated a vast amount of wealth to the arts in her name.

There was never any doubt that they loved each other, despite what other members of the family, the media, and general public thought about their marriage. The person his father didn’t love was Daisuke. His feelings were never expressed through anger or physical abuse, but pure disinterest, which was even more hurtful. Daisuke had never earned praise or scolding from his father—only a passing request to his mother to “take care of it.” When he had been caught brawling at school, his father asked his mother to handle it. When he had wrecked the family car after a binge of recreational drug use, Kiara was the one who was there.

She was just as bad as his father in some ways. She would say things like, “You’re going to disappoint your father,” or “Stop that before your father gets angry.” The truth of the matter was that his father probably wouldn’t have noticed if they had failed the Antitrust lawyer raid and Daisuke had been culled when the bottom fourth of the Company was murdered to avoid being fodder for interdimensional corporations hungry for the souls of the people on Earth.

It never mattered what he did or how he did it. The only time his father had ever raised his voice was when he was waving around a bat as a kid, pretending he was a samurai, and accidentally clocked his older half-brother in the head. Even then, his father had rushed his beloved son away and told Kiara to “take care of Daisuke.”

Daisuke pushed memories away and pulled up his quest log.

It read:

Quest: Sins of the Father Complete.
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2-Mother
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A couple of hours after their Public Enemy / ice cream debate, Maxi watched her life bar ticking down each time the three-headed creature swung at her and the charges of talking to her mom ticked up. The three noggins were a dog, cat, and rabbit with large doey eyes and long eyelashes, as if an anime beast companion had dosed a cuteness serum. The body was built like a panther, with silky black fur and claws. It had a barbed tail with a white poof at the end that hid even more spikes—something she found out the hard way, because she had a wound in her chest that reduced her ATT bonus.

“I know, Ma! But if I take some time for myself...” Maxi shouted as she dodged the dog head and stabbed the creature in the shoulder, but not before taking another blow from the cursed tail. She turned to the guy who was cowering behind her in fear. “What’s your name again?”

He was a Worker, covered in blood, and nearly killed by the three-headed beast that murdered most of his Office Pool. The room was a lot like her home away from home, but stacked with bigger, gray cubicles packed together—perhaps forty, maybe more. There were mangled corpses at the elevator entrance, and the weeping of other Workers drifted from the cubes, where they were hiding.

“Rudy, ma’am,” the worker said and winced as Maxi traded blows with the creature.

“Nice to meet you, Rudy,” Maxi said, ducking out of the way of the cat head snapping at her shoulder. She grunted and fended off another strike from the tail. “What Tier are you? If you don’t mind my asking?”

“12.11,” the guy said in a meek voice.

“So, there you have it, Ma,” Maxi said as the dog head bit down on her sword. She used her Mind Shard attack to knock the cat head from taking advantage of the situation. The rabbit head wiggled its nose and was still looking very cute. “If I don’t keep fighting and sleep in the capsules almost every night, then Rudy here will get killed at the end of the month when he is terminated.”

“Wait a second!” Rudy yelped. “Termination means death?”

“You didn’t read the terms and conditions?” Maxi called back as the battle raged on with the beast.

“But you need a vacation,” her mom’s voice came through the Bluetooth headphones. “Trust me, I’ve worked your job, too. You can’t help people when you’re exhausted and beaten down. It’s as much about self-care as it is about caring for others.”

“Monsters don’t take a day off!” Maxi said and cut the dog head clean off. The cat hissed and cried out in pain, and the bunny was... a bunny. A freaking adorable rabbit. The creature thrashed as though it was in its death throes, but before it toppled over, the canine part regenerated a new head with such ease, it might as well have been inflating a balloon.

Rudy screamed and broke for the elevator. Maxi reached to stop him, but the guy was fast. In response, the creature pounced and jumped onto him, tearing through his chest. She had a moment to weigh her options while the thing mauled the Worker.

“Mom,” Maxi said. “I gotta go.”

“What creature are you fighting?” Tara asked, undeterred by the urgency in Maxi’s voice.

“What?”

“I’ve seen it all, kid, just describe it.”

“A cat-rabbit-dog thing.”

“A bandersnagger? Those are easy.”

“I’m almost dead, Ma!” 

She wasn’t kidding. Her life was near zero.

“Just stab the bunny.”

“But it’s so... cute.”

“That’s a charm effect.”

“I’m not charmed!” Maxi replied, but as she said it, a new message appeared in her HUD. 

“You have discovered a hidden status effect: charm. Roll to resist? Contested Emotional Intelligence.” 

“My Emotional Intelligence is shit,” Maxi said.

“I could have told you that.”

“Mom!”

“What? You’re just like your father: blunt and always speaking your mind. Even if more precision is required.”

Maxi took a breath and attempted to will past the charm effect. She crept up to the beast and brought up her sword to stab the critter in the head. Right as she attempted to hack at it, it looked at her with its big, adorable, wide eyes. It was just too precious. She shook her head, trying her very best to bring the sword down.

But she couldn’t. The thing was too damned cute.

The dog and cat head each turned their bloodied maws on her. Daisuke crept up behind the monster and sliced through the bunny’s neck with his blade. The most precious little ball of fuzz rolled on the ground while the creature hissed and yelped in its death throes. It flopped on the floor, whimpering. Daisuke stabbed it in the chest, killing it.

A good portion of the blood splattered on her legendary yellow shirt, which had a self-cleaning cycle activated by resting that was akin to evaporating the fluids that would otherwise stain the thing.

“I had it taken care of,” Maxi said to no one in particular, her heart still melting for the thing that would have gnawed her head off.

“Didn’t look like it to me,” Daisuke said as he wiped his blade and put it into his invisible sheath.

“Is that the cute one?” Tara’s voice said a little too loudly over her Bluetooth headphones.

“Mom!” Maxi yelled. 

She turned away from Daisuke to check for any other survivors. While she was quite certain he couldn’t hear her mom, he was pretty, in an arm candy sort of way, almost too immaculate. She preferred men who were a little rough around the edges, a little less put together. Daisuke probably spent more time in front of a mirror than a Victoria’s Secret model did on pageant day. 

He was also a kind of an asshole. A loyal asshole, she’d give him that, but she preferred partners who were more courteous. Not that she had given much thought to dating her coworkers. Office romances rarely worked out, and hers even less so. She had a few awkward flings in high school, then dated someone semi-regularly in college, who had decided he was better off as a Buddhist monk in their senior year.

Post-college, she was too busy building her completely neglected-at-this-point Spasm channel to care about dating anyone, and she certainly didn’t want to build a relationship with anyone she met online. She wasn’t opposed to using an app to find a partner—it was just too much work. Her friend had gone on thirty-two dates just to find a person who stuck by her side for about two years. It all sounded exhausting to her.

If the right guy came along, she’d be into it, but she was also fine with the idea that she’d be an old maid living in her mom’s rent-controlled apartment with fifty cats. She didn’t even like cats particularly more than any other animal, murderous bunnies aside, but she figured living alone in her twilight years would involve some loner stereotype.

However, she wasn’t alone now, and she had to keep reminding herself of that. When the emergency quest had popped up to help the Workers whose day was disrupted by the murder rabbit-cat-dog, she answered the call and took off to the elevator before realizing she had an Office Pool of mates who would drop anything to help.

And they did. Patti was somewhere in the room, taking care of the wounded. Flav, Farhad, and Belinda had cornered another one of the creatures, while Daisuke must have already taken care of the third. It was a team effort, and they made a good team.

Maxi went over to Rudy lying in a pool of blood. There was a paper on his desk that said: “The Company lies. Find out the truth.” There was a QR code, too. In the upper right corner was a shadowy figure wearing a top hat. She figured it was some of the recruiting paperwork from the conspiracy to throw the raids so they could all be Power Twelve in other worlds. On impulse, she grabbed the flier, folded it, and pocketed it.

“I’m not interested in dating right now, Ma,” Maxi said quietly when she realized the connection to her mom was still open.

She hefted Rudy onto his resurrection chair. It was the least she could do for the Workers, because Janitorial would charge them a fee to do it. She had seen the menial labor options and knew for a fact they would be paying off the cleanup bill for a while.

“I was like you too, you know,” Tara said. She had been a top player at the Company back in her day. Rank 1.1. “I focused on saving as many people as possible, but I didn’t really get good until I practiced self-care too.”

“Duly noted,” Maxi grunted as she hefted another body onto a chair. “Look, Ma, we have a lot of cleanup to do.”

“Just let Janitorial do it.”

“They charge the Workers for putting them up on their own chairs.”

“They never did that in my day.”

“Times change.”

“Are you coming home for dinner?”

“Depends on the surge pricing.”

“Fine. Love you lots. And Maxi, tell your uncle he’s still an asshole.”

“Will do,” Maxi said, neglecting to tell her that Lo was on some sort of paid leave. Something about Yancy turning into a death god had really shaken him up. Maxi had gotten a message from him a couple of weeks ago.

“Don’t trust anyone,” Lo had texted.

“Including you?”

“This is not a joke. They like to toy with their prey. Feign weakness. They are anything but.”

“Who are they?”

“The dark.”

Before Maxi had the chance to inquire any further, Cassidy West, one of the Power Twelve and the leader of the Paranormal Investigator Branch, had strolled into her Office Pool as if she owned the place. The woman implored them to share any information they had about Yancy or to tell her if Lo attempted to contact any of them. Then she lectured them about staying in their own lane.

None of which Maxi did, but the delay in her response to his text must have been enough to scare off her uncle because he had been ghosting her ever since.

As if thinking about Cassidy West evoked her Branch’s presence, the elevator dinged, and a team of Paranormal Investigators flooded into the room with their hands on the hilts of their swords. They were all wearing trench coats and fedoras as if they were ripped out of some 1940s thriller novel.

Maxi recognized Joaquin, the guy who had started around the same time she did and was in her psychic training classes. He wasn’t a total asshat, even though he kept company with them.

The leader of the squad, an Asian guy with brown hair and a scar across his cheek, glanced around the room. Daisuke and Belinda were dutifully looting the corpses of the creatures and stripping them of anything useful or valuable. Patti tended to the wounded, healing them, while Flav and Farhad collected the bodies and dragged them to the resurrection chairs.

“Come on, Takashi,” Joaquin said to his leader, not dignifying her with a single glance. “Looks like they already took care of this one.”

If Daisuke and Takashi were in a scowling contest, Maxi wasn’t sure who would win, but the PI leader looked as if he had swallowed a ball made from brambles. 

Takashi narrowed his eyes at her. “Seems like you just can’t refrain from doing everyone else’s job. You’re taking away business from Janitorial now?”

Maxi hefted another body. “Nope, just pitching in where I can. You should try it sometime. In fact, you can start now. We still need to do that row.” She pointed out another row of cubicles with empty chairs.

“I don’t know where you are coming off high and mighty,” Takashi said, “but we have a certain way of doing things around here.”

“Like coordinating your outfits instead of saving people’s lives?” Maxi taunted. 

Takashi drew his blade. The others glanced at each other and put their hands on their weapons. Joaquin looked at her apologetically and attempted to deescalate the situation with his commander.

Takashi brushed him aside and marched towards her. Her crew was at the ready too, though their weapons weren’t out yet. Daisuke thumbed his side, where his invisible scabbard hid his Katana. Flav set down the body he was hauling so he could grab the battle axe on his back. Belinda fidgeted with a remote control that summoned deadly critters she had constructed. Even Farhad placed his hand on the pistol he had holstered.

While murdering each other wasn’t exactly against Company policy, considering there were resurrection chairs around, there were stiff penalties for any employees who brawled outside of sanctioned areas. Even if the PIs were the aggressors, they would all get penalized for the misconduct.

The question was not whether Takashi would drag them into a fight but whether his ego was worth the credit and level penalties of the confrontation. While her Office Pool wasn’t underwater with debt, like when she had first joined the company, it ran a tight operation. There weren’t any margins for something as pointless as kicking some PI ass. Even though it’d feel good.

He got up into her space, hissing, “The PIs have been saving people since before you were born. I’m just telling you to stay out of our business because you’re going to get your whole team permadead.”

“I’ve heard that one before,” Maxi said nonchalantly. “You really need a new line.”

Takashi’s knuckles turned white from the grip on his sword.

“Come on, boss,” Joaquin said. “There’s an all-hands meeting coming up. We’ll get the next one.”

“You’re lucky, but you might not be so lucky next time,” Takashi said. “Come on.”

The man flicked his arm up in the air, and the others relaxed. 

While they all piled into the elevator, Maxi called out to them. “I am lucky. That’s my thing! Have fun at the meeting! We’ll just be here. Keeping the world safe from monsters.”

Daisuke scowled at her as the elevator door shut. “You don’t have to antagonize them.”

“What? They’re dicks. Well, except Joaquin. He’s cool, but the rest of them...”

“We are all in this together!” Daisuke yelled. “The sooner you learn that, the better it will be for everyone.” Daisuke stormed off and punched the elevator call button. He stepped inside, leaving one of the creatures half-looted.

“What’s his deal?” Maxi asked Farhad, who was now on the row next to hers.

Farhad shrugged, lifting a corpse. “I dunno. He’s been on edge about something lately, but on edge is a relative term. He does have that drill sergeant charm.”

“He’s just been more Daisuke than usual,” Maxi said.

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Farhad said. “Maybe give him some time to cool down.”

Maxi wasn’t a stranger to being overwhelmed. When she had unwittingly signed up to kill monsters for a living, she had made some rash decisions. However, Daisuke didn’t seem the type to get overwhelmed. In fact, he was the one who’d watch their Office Pool finances, and would not so politely get on their cases for using too many resources.

Or maybe he was just hiding his true feelings. The man did have a history of storming out of the room. Had she been looking to make a few more enemies at work, she’d probably have made a game of teasing him, but since the guy seemed always one step away from popping an artery in his head, she knew when to back down.

They continued their cleanup of the room.

Half an hour later, just as she was putting the last body into a resurrection chair, Terry interrupted her. “Maxi, you have requested that I alert you when you’ve met the requirements for the Printer of Never Jamming V.”

“Yes, and?” Maxi said.

“You have met the requirements for the Printer of Never Jamming V.”

“Great, so want to enlighten me about what I’m supposed to do?” Maxi asked. 

The Printer of Never Jamming quest line seemed to be linked to her missing and most likely dead father. Around part IV, a goal had popped up, linked to finding out what had happened to her dad, but even when she had completed additional goals about capturing some grutomatons parts for a guy named Von Patrick who was studying the creatures, she was still no closer to the truth. Same with another ongoing quest she had about saving the world.

Having completed Printer of Never Jamming IV by delivering the beasts with the help of her Office Pool, the “Figure out what happened to your father” objective just moved to V, but she was no closer to discovering anything that she had been before. Other than the fact that he used the word Albuquerque in the magic elevators the last time anyone had seen him alive.

“The goal: Learn vital information from Von Patrick in IT was added to the quest,” Terry said.

Maxi turned to Farhad. “I’m going to IT.” Then, as an afterthought, she added, “For a quest.”

“You should really go back to your cube and heal,” Farhad said.

“I’ll be fine. I’m the lucky one,” Maxi said as she wandered to the front of the Office Pool and called the elevator. “How do you think I met Belinda?”

She smiled, and the elevator doors closed. It was mostly true. She had a string of bad luck that had almost permakilled her, as there was no resurrecting bones, but she got lucky. Belinda had burned the offending slime. Surely, meeting Dr. Von Patrick wouldn’t involve any fighting.
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3-IT
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After a pleasant but brief elevator ride, the door opened to the IT department, where a large number of call center professionals in yellow shirts should have been answering calls. Instead, it was pandemonium.

Her first clue that something was wrong was a man in a yellow shirt running past her while a copy machine with crab legs, large teeth, and a drooling tongue dragging on the floor behind it bounded towards him. On further inspection, she caught all sorts of IT yellow shirts struggling with office equipment of their own.

One guy was holding back a small desk printer, snapping at him with jaws where the output tray should be. Another man was waving his bloody arm while a monitor clamped down on it. A third was being strangled by a phone cord. Considering the murderous office electronics and the various origami minions pecking at the dead, IT was in serious trouble.

Maxi shoved her hand in her pocket and downed a Muddy Buddy of Grutomaton Deterrence just as a massive copy machine growled and trundled towards the open elevator door. It roared at the invisible barrier the morsel had given her, then lost interest and ran towards a red-haired woman, who was swatting paper bats away with the arm she had liberated from one of the large paper slicers.

There were too many of the grutomatons, and she was too low on health. Her inner Daisuke yelled at her, saying she would be no good to them if she ended up dead. She pressed the elevator button to retreat, but it didn’t react. The doors didn’t close, and it was only a matter of time before one of the creatures that stopped to check her out rolled its resistance to the Muddy Buddy.

“Terry!” Maxi yelled. “What’s going on?”

“There seems to be a grutomaton outbreak in IT,” Terry said in his always chipper voice.

“Clearly, I can see that!” Maxi yelled. “Why doesn’t the elevator work?”

“This elevator seems to be out of service.”

“Out of service? How can it be out of service?! It just got me here!”

“All the elevators are out of service.”

“All the elevators? Like the multiverse of elevators?”

“I can only verify the functionality of the elevators in this dimension. I suggest you use the stairs.”

“Stairs!? None of the Office Pools has stairs! All we have are the damned elevators.”

“In the event of an emergency, the building will adapt to Company needs and produce stairs for evacuation purposes.”

Sure enough, Terry’s words rang true. A fire alarm sounded, and a door to the stairwell materialized across from her. Red flashing arrows on her HUD pointed her towards the emergency exit.

Many of the surviving IT professionals began fighting their way towards it. Maxi stepped out of the elevator and turned down the hall, the opposite direction of her guidance.

“Maxi,” Terry called out. “This course of action is inadvisable. Surveillance data indicates a high probability of a hostile presence along your intended route. Preliminary analysis suggests the outbreak originated from a containment breach involving a grutomaton in the designated monster holding sector.”

“My quest directed me to talk to Von Patrick,” Maxi said.

“It is likely Von Patrick is dead.”

“No one ever said questing was easy,” Maxi said, pulling out her sword and proceeding down the hall.
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Daisuke, blood still boiling from the spat in the Worker hall, stood outside his half-brother’s estate somewhere in the Hollywood hills, where gated driveways and dense foliage was all that could be seen from the road. Private security was alerted through surveillance systems about any vehicles waiting on the street to warn the occupants of the neighborhood about paparazzi and other opportunists ready to pounce on LA’s elite as soon as they left their private abode.

As much as his half-brother, Tadanobu, pretended to be the next big film producer, he was an interloper fretting away his family fortune in failed action movies. As the firstborn child, Tadanobu had been groomed from birth to inherit the family business and carry on their father’s legacy. He had been handed jobs at Kaze his entire life in preparation for the transition that came sooner than anyone had expected because of the untimely death of their father. However, despite being handed every advantage in life, Tadanobu squandered it all. Daisuke had on more than one occasion, with a presentation here and a spreadsheet there, saved his half-brother from losing face by doing the work Tadanobu was too incompetent to do.

As much as his father had lived in the fantasy world where his first-born son would one day be the next car manufacturing mogul to innovate and push the industry forward, Tadanobu was more interested in sleeping with twenty-somethings and pretending he was a filmmaker. He was a Hollywood exec in name, as he was the executive producer on Karate Street Commandos I-III, all of which were released in the fledgling direct to video market, and available for streaming in one of the more obscure services most people didn’t realize had content. The paparazzi who lurked on the road outside Tadanobu’s house were never there for him, so Daisuke standing in front of a gate in full view of the camera didn’t prompt a response from security.

He could have used a magic elevator to transport himself into his half-brother’s house. There was a lift for the four-story mansion, including a stop to the panic room/bunker in the basement, but he didn’t want to spook his kin by appearing in the house—especially so soon after killing their father. The five-minute walk from the nearest elevator in a mall had cleared his head, if not all the adrenaline.

“I could have you removed,” his half-brother’s voice came through the speaker on the camera mounted on the large gate pointed down at him.

“I’m on public property,” Daisuke said, noting his feet were on the road rather than the nub of driveway leading up to the gate.

“They don’t take kindly to loiters in this neighborhood.”

“Jinch’a? I’m not loitering. I’m family,” Daisuke said with a false grin. If his half-brother wanted to be a dick, he could have easily called the police. No matter his skills with the grutomatons, he wouldn’t be able to escape in time. However, Tadanobu wouldn’t be calling the authorities any time soon.

The beauty of being an outsider in his family was knowing all the secrets. He never felt included at any of the family functions but wasn’t thrown out of them either. He was never treated as a servant but didn’t exactly have an equal seat at the table either. His non-status made him the ghost of the family.

There were advantages to being a ghost. People would tell him things they might not admit elsewhere. For example, Tadanobu bragged about the first actress he had slept with or the time he had met his hero, Steven Seagal. Words that came out of Tadanobu’s mouth were tidbits that would be filed away for possible use later.

“I know about Ben Zhing,” Daisake said casually before his half-brother could come up with another empty threat.

There was a long silence on the other end, and then the gate opened. Daisuke strolled through the massive entry, large enough that two semis could fit through side-by-side, which had probably only seen the traffic of Kaze luxury cars. Despite Tadanobu’s dream of creating the next action movie franchise, he was loyal to his family and only drove Kaze’s, even though he could afford cars that cost more than a Brooklyn condo. While Kaze cars were pricey, they weren’t the type of car a person from this neighborhood would drive.

Daisuke had to give him credit for loyalty to the family, no matter the bungling of family affairs. Tadanobu wasn’t a calculating man, just a meathead who spent too much time admiring himself in front of the mirror, which was why Daisuke had decided to approach him, not because he was the firstborn and the holder of their father’s legacy. Everyone in the family knew who was better suited for that. He had picked Tadanobu because he was an easy target.

As he walked up the driveway to the mansion beyond, he was only firmer in his belief. From the manicured bushes and hedges to the gaudy gold-plated statues his half-brother had custom-made to resemble MMA fighters locked in combat, the entire place screamed of overcompensation.

He knew it wouldn’t last. Once Tadanobu burned through the money he’d get from selling off his share of his father’s companies failing to create the next hit action movie series, he would be just another rich brat using his connections to buy out ownership in a gym or perhaps make rounds on the reality television circuit. He’d be a fraction of what he was worth but would make it sound like he had made the choice to live the simpler life. Despite monarchy and feudalism teaching humanity again and again that heirs would eventually topple the houses due to their own ineptitude, people still did it anyway.

Everyone in his family knew who should have been in charge of all the wealth and power, but his father had been the one to decide who got it all. Now they’d see the vast empire crumble, just like Rome had back in the day, taken away piece by piece with each Visigoth raid. A failed film project here and bad investment there would eventually redistribute the wealth in the world economy, and his father would be nothing more than a footnote in a history text.

Daisuke made it to the large double doors with gold handles and custom martial art forms burnt into the woodwork. He didn’t bother knocking or ringing any doorbell. The odds were his half-brother was covering his torso in oil and dousing his head in water to make it look like he had just been doing a hard workout.

Sure enough, Tadanobu opened the door shirtless, wearing nothing but black athletic pants. His muscles glistened, and he was dripping with sweat or an oil-water combination to approximate sweat. The man had grown a mustache and wore a red headband on his shoulder-length wavy hair.

“Oh hey, Daisuke, I was just getting my reps in,” he said casually, like he was expecting a conversation about workout routines and protein powder to follow.

Daisuke let himself in and started towards the office. “I need five million in cash,” he said over his shoulder.

“So soon after father’s death?” Tadanobu shut the door to the estate and jogged to keep up with Daisuke’s pace.

“You know full well what’s going to happen to our father’s estate, Gae-Sae-Ggi,” Daisuke said. 

They entered a room not far from the main hall. The three posters of his disaster movies were framed as if they were precious artwork. Each featured a grizzled wannabe Chuck Norris on the front, holding a different well-endowed action movie fantasy woman, all of whom Tadanobu had cast because he thought hair color constituted character development. The rest of the decor screamed rich kid who believed he knew what a movie producer’s office should look like.

Daisuke sat down in a large, old-fashioned chair across from the massive desk that undoubtedly had little to do with script development, and more with attempting to woo young starlets and intimidate underlings. He was neither intimidated nor impressed by anything his half-brother could toss around as a status symbol.

Tadanobu sat in his overstuffed leather chair that probably ended the lives of two sheep and one cow for his half-brother’s sitting pleasure. He tented his hands like he was a super villain considering sending Daisuke down a chute into a shark tank when he said, “No.”

“I wasn’t asking,” Daisuke said calmly.

“If you want five million dollars, I know another member of the family you can kill, and you’ll get every penny when you do.”

His blade was out of its sheath and to his half-brother’s throat before the man could reach the panic button under the desk. Daisuke glared down at his sibling. “Dak-Cho! The next time you threaten my mother, I won’t hesitate.”

He lowered his sword and slid it into the invisible scabbard, where it vanished without a sound. A taut silence followed as his half-brother locked eyes with him. He couldn’t tell if Tadanobu was roiling with fear or bursting with anger. In their family, emotions were always masked, and deeper understanding rarely came easy. His mother was the most expressive one in the family, and part of her entertainment military academy included acting lessons, so she knew how to fake emotions. Not that his family necessarily faked emotions. It was almost as if they didn’t have them.

Father was serious all the time and was emotionally inaccessible. The others were equally grim and closed off. When they were children, Daisuke had been stripped naked and left in one of the shadier parts of London to get home on his own when he had embarrassed Tadanobu. His half-sister, Arisu, had left his school project in the rain when it was clear he was going to outperform her in school. Even his mother, with all her restraint, funneled what little emotion she allowed herself straight at him. He was the recipient of all of her love, all of her frustration, even all of her anger. What she couldn’t do with father was taken out on him.

Daisuke had been a good son through it all. He wanted to please his mother and gain approval from his father. By the time he had realized approval from his father had more to do with birthright than accomplishment, and that for better or worse, he was the only solid, dependable part of his mother’s life, he had taken a job in New York. It was at an advertising firm, where he was a copywriter. Nothing of his ever made it to print, whether it was commercial or the text on an online product page. He was paid to think of ideas that were always rejected, and the closest he had come to touching an ad that came to print was when he was asked to proofread the copy. He was the lowest member of the creative team and so used to rejection from his father that grinding away for years to maybe see one line he had written appear in a commercial overplayed on a third-rate gaming app seemed appealing to him. At least the job paid. He put up with all the shit his family kept giving him for free.

Being in the dredges of the Company had likely saved his life. An outbreak of killer office supplies murdered most of the senior partners, a few clients, and some of the top creative folks when pens, pencils, rulers, staplers, and anything that could bludgeon, pierce, or slice began tearing through the floor where he worked.

He was quick to slam his supply drawer shut when the wave of death had reached his office and barked out to his fellow serfs to do the same. Those few pencils that did make it out, he was able to catch and snap in half. He ordered his fellow copyright goons to barricade the door, and they waited until a bunch of trench coat, fedora-wearing mafia burst into the building and made all the supplies drop harmlessly to the ground with a swish of their hand.

The next day, there seemed to be a collective amnesia about what had happened. The news reported that a disgruntled employee shot up the place and killed everyone at the meeting. His coworkers seemed to agree with the assessment, and even his cubicle mates, who he had saved with his quick thinking, seemed to think it was a shooter.

Daisuke thought he had been delusional when he remembered one of the first responders who checked a wound in his arm caused by a letter opener had said, “Looks like the bullet only grazed your arm. You’re lucky to be alive.”

A part of him wanted to believe that it had been a mass shooter. They were regrettably a common enough occurrence in the United States that he could have almost imagined it—being grazed by a bullet, barricading the door to his part of the office, waiting for the police... not the men and women in fedoras. Deep inside, though, he had known the story people were telling themselves was wrong. He had poked further, looking at the deep recesses of the internet where the government was nothing but lizard people and the moon landing was Gene Roddenberry’s crowning achievement in his film career. However, none of the conspiracy theories, alternate facts, or fantastical tales had fit his lived experience.

It wasn’t until he trailed a woman with a trench coat and a fedora and lost her in an elevator that he got a note at his door to his apartment. It was an invitation to find out the truth. Of course, the nature of reality was far more than he could imagine, and probably even more than he now knew.

But if there was one fact of the world he could count on, it was that money greased the wheels of progress. If he wanted to accomplish anything with what could be a short, brutal life, he needed funds. Thus, a visit to a human being he’d rather never see again in his life.

“Five million,” Tadanobu broke the silence between them.

Daisuke didn’t blink, didn’t move a finger, and just stared at his half-brother.

“Okay, five million it is. But that’s it. I’m not an ATM.”

“Daebak,” Daisuke murmured, then stood up and headed for the door. “Never said you were.”

As he was about to pass the threshold, Tadanobu yelled, “I’ll kill you the next time I see you. This is it. You are done. You hear me? DONE!”

Daisuke smiled as he shut the door behind him. That was one less problem he would have to worry about. 

A message appeared in his field of vision: 

It’s ready.

-Your friend in IT 

Instead of the front door, he headed towards his half-brother’s elevator. 
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