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        Chapter One

        
            I was stand­ing on a stranger’s doorstep and wish­ing my feet were nailed to the ground. Even now, I could feel the build-up of pres­sure in my chest. The rest­less­ness grow­ing in my legs made me jig­gle slight­ly on the spot.

I was a cham­pi­on of ac­ci­den­tal ‘ding-dong-ditch’. I would go some­where new, ring the bell, and the next thing I knew I was sprint­ing to my car with my hood up and the sense that the wolves were on my heels. It was a hard in­stinct to re­sist.

The house, with its mossy hip-height stone fence and cheer­ful yel­low walls, seemed to loom over me with all the fright­en­ing charis­ma of a haunt­ed man­sion rather than the cosy ter­raced house it was.

So yes. I want­ed to run. And un­der any nor­mal cir­cum­stances, I would have.

But this time was dif­fer­ent. There was a friend wait­ing in­side, and there was a game that was go­ing to change my life.

That’s what he’d promised me, any­way, when we were on a raid in the Ar­ca­dia: Re­dux On­line. I had been knee-deep in skele­tons and tak­ing a beat­ing, crouched un­der my shield, when he sent a blast of gold­en en­er­gy across the floor, set­ting me free.

‘Oh my god.’ I’d pulled a glow­ing sil­ver po­tion from one of the bone piles scat­tered around me. Or my in-game avatar had, any­way, but the lines on this kind of thing get blur­ry af­ter a few thou­sand hours of game­play. ‘This is a po­tion of ex­pe­ri­ence! This is the best thing to hap­pen to me all week!’

‘Haha, yeah!’ Ar­ries had laughed. He had the voice of a nat­ur­al en­cour­ager, the kind of per­son who could cheer­ful­ly talk you into any­thing with­out ever seem­ing like he was try­ing to. Which was some­thing I re­al­ly liked about him but should prob­a­bly have put me more on guard.

He’d al­ready talked me into voice chat (‘it’ll be so much more con­ve­nient than typ­ing while we play!’) and join­ing his in-game guild (‘I’ll get you bet­ter gear from the guild equip­ment and you can fi­nal­ly do that six­teen play­er raid!’), and though it seemed in­sane when­ev­er I thought back, I’d giv­en him my phone num­ber (‘we can text each oth­er when­ev­er we’re on­line!’) which I think was three more things than any­one had talked me into ever.

Truth­ful­ly, he might not have got­ten past my guard even so if he hadn’t been asex­u­al, like me, and aro­man­tic be­sides. Eas­i­er to be­friend some­one I knew wasn’t like­ly to use my con­tact de­tails to bom­bard me with dick pics.

We even lived in the same town. I think it ex­cit­ed him that we could meet in per­son one day. I wasn’t so sure, which was why in two years I’d nev­er sug­gest­ed it. I was 32 and not wor­ried about be­ing an ob­ject of prey; I just wasn’t great at ‘in-per­son’.

Ar­ries’ laugh­ter had fad­ed into si­lence, which was al­ways a warn­ing sign. ‘Wait — this was re­al­ly the best thing to hap­pen to you all week?’

I had stared at the game, try­ing to see this robed-and-hood­ed lizard­man heal­er as any­thing more than pix­els on a screen. ‘When you say it like that, it sounds sad,’ I’d said.

His char­ac­ter had raised his hands. ‘XP po­tions are ul­tra-rare and amaz­ing,’ he said.

‘Right,’ I’d said.

‘So I’m not sug­gest­ing that you couldn’t have had a week full of fun and thrills …’

I had frowned at the screen. ‘I don’t like the way you say “thrills”.’

‘… Have you, though?’

‘Ar­ries!’ I had conked him on the head with the pom­mel of my sword. ‘Yes, my week of guid­ing bored cus­tomers through a life­less tourist trap mu­se­um has been ex­hil­a­rat­ing.’ I’d paused. ‘It doesn’t mat­ter. I don’t need any­thing more thrilling than this.’

‘Okay,’ he’d said, like he was talk­ing me down from a ledge. ‘Wan­na trig­ger the boss fight?’

‘Sure,’ I had replied. But it had nig­gled at me. And twen­ty min­utes and sev­er­al res­ur­rec­tions lat­er, when we were sit­ting on the moun­tain­ous form of the fall­en un­dead yeti and were di­vid­ing the spoils, I said, ‘You work full-time and still play A:RO four hours a day.’

‘Yeah?’

I had chewed my lip, star­ing at the screen. ‘So this game is your whole life, too.’ I’d winced at the sound of my own voice. I’d sound­ed de­fen­sive, and I hat­ed sound­ing de­fen­sive. I want­ed to be the kind of per­son who could let things go. Who could breeze through life un­af­fect­ed.

I was not breezy, how­ev­er. Not then, and not now. If I was weath­er, I’d be suf­fo­cat­ing still air or gale force winds, with no in-be­tween. Maybe that was good, though. Mum was the kind of per­son peo­ple de­scribed as breezy, but she was also the kind of per­son who got park­ing tick­ets every week and had four psy­chics in her phone con­tacts.

‘I wouldn’t say it’s my whole life,’ Ar­ries had said. ‘I so­cialise a lot. You know: par­ties. Game nights. I’m in a lot of clubs, too.’

‘You go club­bing?’ I’d bog­gled, try­ing to paint a pic­ture of this guy I’d known for two years through the world’s third most pop­u­lar on­line role­play­ing game and match it up with the kind of per­son who got into a lot of clubs.

‘No, clubs. You know — ten­nis, bowl­ing. I’m in a knit­ting group, too.’

‘Right, that makes sense.’ I’d wiped a bit of sweat from my brow. Sweat­ing made me feel un­com­fort­able, like I was be­ing watched — or worse, smelled. Which you might think wouldn’t mat­ter when the per­son I was talk­ing to was at the oth­er end of an in­ter­net con­nec­tion, but you’d be un­der­es­ti­mat­ing my abil­i­ty to wor­ry.

We’d dis­cussed the loot a bit more, Ar­ries giv­ing me all his biggest weapons and spiki­est ar­mour, me giv­ing him all the mag­ic scrolls I’d col­lect­ed. A pause, then: ‘Tar?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Are you, you know … hap­py?’

‘My ther­a­pist thinks so,’ I’d said. Then, be­cause I hat­ed ly­ing: ‘That was a joke, by the way.’

‘A joke be­cause you don’t have a ther­a­pist or a joke be­cause you have one and she thinks you’re un­hap­py?’

‘Kind of both,’ I’d ad­mit­ted. ‘I’m meant to have a ther­a­pist but I kind of hate her. Her job seems to con­sist en­tire­ly of try­ing to make me do things I don’t want to do.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like talk about my feel­ings,’ I’d said. ‘Which we are some­how do­ing. Now. In­stead of play­ing.’

‘Sor­ry, I didn’t mean to — look, do you want to join my TTRPG group?’

‘Your what?’

‘Table­top Role-play­ing Game,’ he’d said, and his voice took on a rev­er­ence I’d only heard when peo­ple talked about god. ‘Tar, it’s the real deal.’

‘You’re go­ing to have to ex­plain more than that,’ I’d said. ‘I’m not sure I know what the ‘fake’ deal is ei­ther.’

‘It’s like Lairs & Lizards. You’ve heard of that, right? It’s … it’s an­oth­er world. An­oth­er life, you know? Like A:RO, ex­cept you can do any­thing. Any­thing at all. But it’s still fun, be­cause there are con­se­quences and like … sto­ry. Like a cross be­tween a book and an MMO.’ MMOs be­ing games like A:RO, where you role-played along­side oth­er play­ers.

I had heard of Lairs & Lizards. It con­jured to mind thick rule­books and dice rolls and peo­ple act­ing out their char­ac­ters. I didn’t know how I felt about that.

‘I al­ready have both of those things,’ I’d said.

‘This is bet­ter,’ he’d said. ‘This is a game that’ll change your life.’

And some­how, a week lat­er I’d donned my glass­es, my A:RO hood­ie and my least rat­ty jeans, tied my ash-blonde hair into a tail, and glared at my own re­flec­tion. Pale-skinned, round-faced, rounder-bod­ied. As ready as I’d ever be.

I’d left the house where I lodged in my small room, and now I was stand­ing on the doorstep of Ar­ries’ mys­te­ri­ous ‘lair mas­ter’ which he as­sured me was not even a tenth as kinky as it sound­ed.

Be­cause even though I hat­ed change, I was ready for it. I want­ed ‘the real deal’. I want­ed es­capism on a high­er lev­el than on­line fan­ta­sy games could give me.

Need­ed it, re­al­ly.

So, when a shad­ow passed across the frost­ed glass in­serts and the door clicked with the sound of a key turn­ing in the lock, I tensed but I didn’t flee as my prey an­i­mal ‘fight or flight’ in­stincts urged me to.

The door swung open and there was a guy I’d nev­er seen be­fore, some­how tak­ing up the en­tire door­way with his smile. I flinched from the in­ten­si­ty of it. He looked late twen­ties, which was only a hand­ful of years younger than me but it felt like cen­turies. He was short and broad, with jew­el brown skin and short black hair in a twist-out style.

He was also wear­ing an A:RO hood­ie, the twin of my own.

‘TarAn­tu­la?’ He said, and be­ing greet­ed by my user­name forced a smile from me.

‘It’s just Tar, IRL,’ I said, and his smile some­how got even big­ger.

‘I feel like I should hug you. Can I hug you?’

I laughed. ‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ I said, be­cause I was cer­tain that I was even now be­com­ing dis­gust­ing­ly sticky with what I called ‘the so­cial sweats’.

If he thought I was sweaty, he didn’t say it. He said, ‘Come in! Come in! The ac­tu­al TarAn­tu­la, in the flesh, at my ac­tu­al lair mas­ter’s house. Shoes go there,’ he said, as ca­su­al­ly as if he lived here, but I knew he didn’t. It was shared be­tween the lair mas­ter and one of the play­ers.

I toed off my shoes, stum­bling as I did. Ar­ries grabbed my el­bow to save me from face-plant­i­ng di­rect­ly into the wall. He quick­ly re­leased me when I’d sta­bilised.

I wasn’t nor­mal­ly clum­sy but I was so damn ner­vous.

‘You okay?’ he said. I didn’t think he was talk­ing about my near-miss with a con­cus­sion. Even though I’d nev­er seen his face be­fore, every­thing about his ex­pres­sion seemed fa­mil­iar — it was a look of friend­ly con­cern that per­fect­ly matched the voice of my best friend.

I’d nev­er re­al­ly had IRL friends be­fore. It was a strange feel­ing — ter­ri­fy­ing, but not ter­ri­ble. Maybe this whole ‘in real life’ thing would work out. ‘I don’t know,’ I said, be­cause my chest was tight and I was sweaty and my thoughts were jump­ing be­tween flat­line and de­fib­ril­la­tor. ‘Can we pre­tend that I am?’

'Fake it ‘til you make it,’ he said, his smile toned down to some­thing more gen­tle. ‘Yeah, we can do. And you will be. Okay, I mean. I’ve got a good feel­ing about this.’

‘About me?’

‘About the par­ty — the TTRPG ad­ven­tur­ing par­ty.’ And he got a sort of glint in his eyes. ‘I get the feel­ing you’re go­ing to be ex­act­ly what we need.’

‘You need an anx­ious recluse?’

He ges­tured that I fol­low him down a spot­less pas­tel-blue cor­ri­dor that wouldn’t look out of place in a showhome. All the doors were closed. It smelled of cin­na­mon and ros­es, like­ly from the dif­fusers plugged in at the wall.

‘We need a new per­spec­tive,’ said Ar­ries. ‘An out­sider.’

‘An out­sider,’ I re­peat­ed. I crossed my arms be­cause it made me feel safer even though I’d been told it made me look un­friend­ly. I could han­dle that. I’d been an out­sider in every sit­u­a­tion I’d ever been in. I couldn’t imag­ine this be­ing any dif­fer­ent.

Ar­ries opened the door at the end of the cor­ri­dor and stepped in­side, sweep­ing his hand to en­com­pass the room. ‘Every­one, meet Tar. Tar, wel­come to Kin, and the Amethyst Hand.’

I got one quick look at a dice-scat­tered table and the four un­fa­mil­iar fig­ures seat­ed at it be­fore my gaze dropped to my feet and I was seized by the urge to run.


        

    




    
     

    
        
        
            [image: Header Graphic]
        

        
        Chapter Two

        
            I backed up, bump­ing into the door­frame. Though I kept my gaze low, I could feel their eyes on me, like some­one had turned sev­er­al search­lights in my di­rec­tion.

I didn’t want to look like a fright­ened rab­bit, so I raised my gaze, but I couldn’t quite bear to meet any of their eyes yet. They all looked rough­ly my age. I took in the room. Mod­ern flo­ral wall­pa­per in bold pat­terns. The longest wall ful­ly lined with book­shelves stuffed with board games and guide­books. A worn, long table of dark oak sur­round­ed by padded chairs, bring­ing to mind a con­fer­ence room.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I mum­bled, as I had been trained to as a lit­tle kid, but what I want­ed to say was, ‘There’s been some sort of mis­take, I’m not sup­posed to mix with peo­ple.’

‘I sup­pose,’ said a woman sit­ting be­hind a drag­on art screen. She had shoul­der-length black box braids tipped with gold beads. Her dark eyes weighed me in a way I didn’t like, and she was im­pres­sive in an el­e­gant, an­gu­lar way, like a bal­le­ri­na. She wore a knit­ted cardi­gan in a mix­ture of reds, blues, and greens, au­tum­nal and beau­ti­ful against her cool um­ber skin. The sleeves were rolled up neat­ly to the el­bow. A pur­ple wheel­chair was tucked into the cor­ner be­side her.

An­oth­er woman tossed her om­bre beach curls and leaned for­ward, rest­ing her hands on the table. She was pale and pink-cheeked, with lean, mus­cled arms and a hard grey gaze. ‘Don’t fuck­ing lis­ten to Pauline; she’s not a peo­ple per­son. And pos­si­bly not a hu­man at all, but some kind of rule-ob­sessed cy­borg.’ She was wear­ing what looked like a blue ten­nis dress, brand­ed leg­gings, and an­oth­er hand-knit­ted cardi­gan, this one deep red. There was the start of a knit­ting pro­ject on the table be­side her; I won­dered if she went to the same club as Ar­ries.

‘Han­na.’ The first woman, Pauline, could take a tone that was only one step above a growl. She frowned at the oth­er woman.

A big guy near­ly my equal in fat­ness turned in his seat, putting his el­bow on the back of the chair and smil­ing to one side in what could only be called a smirk. His skin was the colour of aged parch­ment and his eyes were brown and full of mirth. His hair was black, short on the sides, and combed back. ‘Bet­ter sit down be­fore a fight breaks out. Un­less you’d find that amus­ing; I know I would.’ He ges­tured to the seat be­tween him and a guy with his hood up, and al­though I hat­ed be­ing walled in by strangers I couldn’t see a non-awk­ward way out of it. I edged in be­tween him and the oth­er guy — as nar­row-boned as the first guy was broad.

‘I’m Ken­ta,’ said the first. ‘Ken is fine.’ He looked like the kind of per­son who liked to shake hands, but per­haps he could read my nerves in the tight set of my shoul­ders, be­cause he didn’t at­tempt that hat­ed so­cial nice­ty.

‘Tar,’ I replied, be­fore re­mem­ber­ing that Ar­ries had al­ready in­tro­duced me.

‘Short for Tara?’

I stiff­ened at the tra­di­tion­al­ly fem­i­nine name.

‘Short for TarAn­tu­la!’ Ar­ries said ex­cit­ed­ly, tak­ing the seat across from me.

I didn’t usu­al­ly tell peo­ple my full name. It led to as­sump­tions, some of them woe­ful­ly ac­cu­rate. ‘Just Tar,’ I said. ‘They/Them.’

Ken­ta looked cha­grined. ‘Oh! Right, Ar­ries said.’

I re­sist­ed the urge to touch my chest and re­as­sure my­self that there were no breasts there. I knew I was still read as fem­i­nine in most con­texts. It was a look I liked. I wasn’t so much trans masc as agen­der. But be­ing mis­gen­dered still made my skin itch in a way I didn’t like.

I glanced at the man sit­ting on my oth­er side, but his head was low­ered, his ex­pres­sion hard to read be­tween the wa­ter­fall of thick pink-and-black locs ob­scur­ing the side of his face and the white hood­ie he wore with hood drawn. His skin was a cool, dark brown. As I watched, his long fin­gers drummed on an open binder thick with char­ac­ter stats and spells; more pa­per than any­one else had in front of them, ex­cept pos­si­bly Pauline, as I couldn’t see be­hind her spe­cial screen. I sort of want­ed to ask him about it, but as he hadn’t spo­ken yet, I couldn’t see how I would.

‘Rex, are you go­ing to in­tro­duce your­self?’ Ar­ries’ tone was pa­tro­n­is­ing­ly en­cour­ag­ing. I gri­maced in sym­pa­thy.

‘It seems that you just did,’ he replied. He turned his head to­ward me so that he could look at me with­out re­al­ly look­ing at me, which was hon­est­ly a re­lief. He had a sharp jaw-line and high cheek­bones. ‘Sor­ry. Wel­come to the par­ty.’

I dipped my head in ac­knowl­edge­ment. With­out re­al­ly think­ing about it, I start­ed rub­bing my legs, which re­lieved some of my rest­less­ness.

‘Do you need help mak­ing a char­ac­ter?’ Pauline asked. ‘I’m will­ing to as­sist you. Or I have a pre-gen­er­at­ed char­ac­ter you can play if you’d pre­fer. An NPC I was plan­ning to in­tro­duce.’ A Non-Play­er Char­ac­ter, or the back­ground and side char­ac­ters of a game that were part of the game world rather than play­er-con­trolled.

It was a re­lief that the ter­mi­nol­o­gy was so sim­i­lar to video games. Made it feel less like I was div­ing head­first into a pool of un­known depth.

‘I um … I’ve ac­tu­al­ly al­ready made a char­ac­ter,’ I said. ‘If that’s all right?’

There was a beat be­fore Pauline said, ‘Of course.’ I tried to hide my em­bar­rass­ment. I won­dered if this was a TTRPG faux pas. Even among oth­er geeks, I was the awk­ward one … ‘Mind if I take a look?’

I hand­ed Pauline my char­ac­ter sheet and sup­port­ing ma­te­ri­als, thick­er than any­one but Rex’s. Not so much be­cause I was play­ing a com­pli­cat­ed char­ac­ter as that I want­ed to make sure I had every­thing I’d need ready.

‘You didn’t find the rules con­fus­ing?’ Ar­ries looked im­pressed. ‘I al­ways find the rules con­fus­ing.’

‘Be­gin­ners usu­al­ly strug­gle,’ said Ken­ta. ‘You must be smart.’

I didn’t think I was es­pe­cial­ly un­in­tel­li­gent, but I was also pret­ty sure it was more down to the week I’d spent por­ing over the rule­book and draw­ing up char­ac­ter build ideas than any in­her­ent clev­er­ness. I’d been frus­trat­ed that as it was a ‘home­brew’ or home­made game, there weren’t any char­ac­ter builds or guides on­line.

‘Or a to­tal nerd, like Rex and P,’ said Han­na, as if she could read it on my skin. ‘No of­fense to you oth­er nerds.’

‘We can be both,’ said Rex, flip­ping through his binder.

‘Han­na … you’re play­ing Kin too.’ Ken­ta rolled his eyes.

Han­na shrugged. ‘I’m only play­ing be­cause Pauline is my house­mate and she runs the game. Be­sides, a cool per­son can play a TTRPG and still be cool. Nerdi­ness is in­her­ent. You fuck­ing nerds were al­ready in too deep be­fore we start­ed. And rules nerd is on a whole oth­er lev­el. That’s the bot­tom of the pile.’ She bared her teeth at me. ‘Don’t wor­ry. I’m great with nerds.’

‘And chil­dren, I bet,’ I said, then blinked as she burst into laugh­ter. She laughed like a bear might laugh, throw­ing her head back and guf­faw­ing.

'Fuck­ing burn,’ she said, one hand on her chest. ‘I’ll re­mem­ber that.’ But the words held no ven­om. If any­thing, she looked pleased.

What a ter­ri­fy­ing woman. Yet, I al­ready kind of liked her. It would be easy to tell what she was think­ing, con­sid­er­ing she clear­ly didn’t both­er to fil­ter at all.

‘So what’s your build like?’ This from Rex, be­side me. His voice was mel­low and hes­i­tant.

‘Heal­er!’ Ar­ries jumped in be­fore I could say any­thing. ‘I am bare­ly hold­ing this team to­geth­er with one heal spell.’

‘Oh my god, do we need a heal­er,’ said Han­na. ‘We’re al­ways this close from a to­tal par­ty kill.’

‘Be­cause you keep get­ting us into fights we can’t win,’ said Ken­ta.

‘No. Be­cause P won’t bal­ance the fights for a par­ty with­out heal­ers!’

‘You’re not dead yet,’ Pauline mur­mured, still look­ing through my sheet.

‘I didn’t take any heal­ing spells,’ I said. I looked at Pauline to see if this would be a prob­lem, just as she fin­ished the last sheet.

‘This is good,’ she said. ‘You even wrote some back­sto­ry I can work with. Most of them have bare­ly glanced at the rules.’ She passed it all back to me.

‘I def­i­nite­ly glanced at the rules,’ said Ken­ta, spread­ing his hands.

Han­na rolled her eyes. ‘What’s the point of hav­ing a lair mas­ter if I have to learn the rules?’

‘I make the sto­ry,’ said Pauline, face im­pas­sive.

‘The play­ers make the sto­ry,’ said Han­na.

‘Both can be true,’ said Ar­ries, look­ing anx­ious­ly be­tween the two.

I looked around the group. With all their fast-paced bick­er­ing, there was a feel­ing of fam­i­ly about this group. I got the sense they had known each oth­er a long time, and I liked that, but it was hard not to feel like an in­trud­er.

There was a lot here I liked. The room, with its wall lined with al­pha­bet­i­cal­ly or­gan­ised board game shelves and an en­tire book­case de­vot­ed to RPG books of all kinds. The way all the chairs around this long table were padded desk chairs, as if this whole room was set up specif­i­cal­ly for this.

But lik­ing it didn’t make me feel any more com­fort­able, or feel any less like I need­ed to bolt. I kept my exit strat­e­gy in my mind — I’d told my mum to call me in an hour. If I couldn’t cope, I would use that call to make my ex­cus­es.

‘Are you a spell­cast­er?’ Rex asked qui­et­ly while Han­na and Pauline’s stand­off con­tin­ued over Ar­ries’ head. His words dis­tract­ed me from the in­creas­ing­ly knot­ty feel­ing in my brain.

I smoothed my hands over my care­ful­ly craft­ed char­ac­ter sheet. When I’d been build­ing it, it had seemed like the most in­cred­i­ble char­ac­ter in the world. I’d cus­tomised every­thing the game al­lowed, sucked in by the depth and com­plex­i­ty you could build into a char­ac­ter just by fol­low­ing the ba­sic rules. I’d been ex­cit­ed to be­come them, how­ev­er briefly, and at his ques­tion I could feel stats and back­sto­ry bub­bling up. ‘Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m play­ing a —’

‘No meta-gam­ing!’ Pauline’s voice was sharp. Her head whipped around to face me. She looked like she’d been mid-ar­gu­ment with Han­na.

The words dried up in my mouth.

‘Fuck, Pauline. Don’t scare them.’ Han­na rolled her eyes.

Pauline in­clined her head. ‘Sor­ry. I don’t al­low meta-gam­ing — us­ing out­side, out-of-char­ac­ter knowl­edge in-game. Your in­tro­duc­tion will be more nat­ur­al if the oth­er play­ers know noth­ing of your char­ac­ter un­til you’re in­tro­duced. Speak­ing of which: you might as well for­get all the names you just learned be­cause you’re only al­lowed to re­fer to each oth­er by your in-char­ac­ter names.’

‘Are all TTRPGs as strict as this?’ I asked.

‘Pauline’s a nat­ur­al dic­ta­tor,’ said Ken­ta. ‘We’re very lucky to have her here.’

‘In­stead of in Par­lia­ment,’ said Han­na.

Ar­ries smiled en­cour­ag­ing­ly. ‘Don’t lis­ten to them. Pauline’s love­ly.’

‘Deep down,’ said Ken­ta.

Be­side me, I heard Rex mur­mur, ‘She’s the best. Only the axe mur­der­er LMs ever are.’

It was hard to keep up with their pace and en­er­gy, but I liked it. I smiled ner­vous­ly around the table, not meet­ing any­one’s eyes.

‘We have a rule, by the way,’ Pauline said. ‘You can leave the table when­ev­er you need to. Just stand up and I’ll pause the game. If you need to quit ear­ly, just let me know. We don’t need a rea­son.’

‘It’s for me,’ Rex said in a low voice. ‘I’m autis­tic. Some­times I just need to go.’

‘Oh! Me too.’ I didn’t know what to make of that. I hadn’t had much to do with oth­er neu­ro­di­ver­gent peo­ple. Just Ar­ries, who had ADHD and no anx­i­ety to speak of, so we had as much in com­mon as not. A seed of hope plant­ed in my bel­ly. Maybe I could fit in here. Maybe.

Rex smiled to one side, turn­ing over a page in his binder. ‘Tap my binder if you want to go ear­ly,’ he said. ‘I’ll get us out.’

Pauline’s watch beeped; she ca­su­al­ly mut­ed it, but the whole table fell silent. I glanced at my phone: 12pm, the of­fi­cial start time. I took out my bag of dice — sev­en odd lit­tle poly­he­drons — and spilled them onto the table. I’d spent a full week de­cid­ing which set of dice to get. They came in so many beau­ti­ful colours, and there were even shops on­line that cus­tom-made them with flow­ers or plants trapped in the resin. I’d de­cid­ed to be in-theme with my char­ac­ter and had done just that, get­ting a crys­tal-clear set of dice with tiny spi­rals of moss in­side.

Pauline took a long breath. When she next spoke, her voice was even and calm.

‘Bare­ly es­caped from the be­tray­al at the Ob­sid­i­an Palace, the Amethyst Hand slog through a swamp: wound­ed, pur­sued, and un­cer­tain who to trust. The shapeshifter pos­ing as Queen Ive­maya has tak­en con­trol of Uxrn, and you de­cid­ed that your only hope was to dis­ap­pear, and make your way through the Long Marsh to the king­dom of Tor­malan. Night is falling …’

As she wove a sto­ry re­cap­ping the group’s most re­cent ad­ven­tures, I could feel it com­ing alive in my mind’s eye. The play­ers start­ed to chime in with their own ac­tions — what they want­ed to do now, in the pre­sent, oc­ca­sion­al­ly rolling dice to re­solve ac­tions. But I could bare­ly process the me­chan­ics of the game. It was all back­ground noise to the sto­ry — to the ad­ven­tur­ers of the Amethyst Hand, who I was soon to meet.

I let my­self sink into the char­ac­ter of As­taran, witch of the Sil­ver Grove, wait­ing for Pauline to sig­nal my en­trance, and hop­ing des­per­ate­ly that I wasn’t about to screw this up.
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        Chapter Three

        
            I watched from the trees as the out­siders passed be­low.

Their steps were heavy and laden in the bog; they were un­able to han­dle the thick swamp muck. I won­dered whether they would be eat­en by the grove guardians. I won­dered whether I should care. And yet I was con­cerned; not for their lives, but for the dan­ger they brought. Weapons hung from their belts or were strapped to their backs. Though ob­scured un­der heavy cloaks, I could hear the jin­gle of mail and the creak of leather. Ar­mour, then, as well.

My grip tight­ened on the claw gift­ed to me by The Old One be­fore she passed: a curved sick­le tak­en from a cru­el farmer who’d been poi­son­ing the lo­cal wildlife in a scheme for gold and glo­ry, honed over the years and giv­en a han­dle of blessed ash. I didn’t want to fight these peo­ple — they were nu­mer­ous and of un­known strength and pow­er. But I could not let them pass un­chal­lenged if they meant us harm.

And sad­ly, many did, these days.

I fol­lowed them from the trees, watch­ing close­ly.

(Pauline: As­taran, make a stealth check. Roll a d20 and add your Stealth die — yeah, for you that’s a d6. So the twen­ty-sided die and the six-sided one.)

(Me: 18? Is that good?)

‘Are we there yet?’ said the small­est one. She was maybe four feet tall, with deer-like legs and doe-like ears and fea­tures. A feykin, most like­ly. She was also pale pur­ple. Her black hair was in a long twist­ing plait that came over one shoul­der. I could see a flash of op­u­lent dark fab­ric un­der her cloak, and though the oth­ers car­ried weapons, she had a flute hang­ing from her belt.

‘No.’ replied one of her com­pan­ions. The man wasn’t es­pe­cial­ly large, but was broad, and by the bulk of his cloak, ar­moured as well. He rubbed his chin tired­ly. If he had any ex­tra­pla­nar traits at all, I couldn’t de­tect them. A rare thing to see. ‘We’re ob­vi­ous­ly not there yet, and we ob­vi­ous­ly weren’t there yet the last hun­dred times you asked. The gods have ter­ri­ble pun­ish­ments for com­plain­ers.’

‘Not any gods I’ve heard of,’ said the peach-furred fox-man on the man’s oth­er side. An­oth­er feykin. His large, wedge-shaped ears twitched, tak­ing in the sur­round­ings. He had a bright shine in his eyes and his stance was far less be­lea­guered than the oth­ers in spite of his heavy gold­en plate ar­mour. Though there was just as much mud climb­ing his shins, he seemed as cheer­ful as if he were tak­ing a stroll through the woods.

‘Maybe not your Gods, Ar­ries, but my god def­i­nite­ly does.’

(Me: I thought we weren’t al­lowed to use our real names?)

(Ar­ries: I get spe­cial dis­pen­sa­tion. When you have a name this good, you use it as much as pos­si­ble.)

(Han­na: Ar­ries comes from a nerd lin­eage. His mum’s a Tolkien schol­ar and his dad’s an ani­me weeb.)

The feykin woman sighed and pressed her hand to her fore­head, like a no­ble­woman in full-swoon. ‘I can’t go on any longer. Car­ry me, Kendal­lien!’

‘You’ll get mud on my cloak.’

‘There’s al­ready mud on your cloak.’

‘I’ll car­ry you,’ said Ar­ries. He of­fered the feykin a hand, which she took, and he lift­ed her onto his shoul­ders.

‘See? At least some­one has re­spect for the leader of this par­ty.’

‘You’re not the leader,’ said the fi­nal mem­ber of their group. He’d been silent un­til now and had bare­ly drawn my eye, but now I no­ticed that his hood was mis­shapen. I could just make out a sharp chin and dark brown skin.

‘Who talks us into jobs and out of tight sit­u­a­tions? Who is al­ways the first per­son to sub­mit a strat­e­gy?’

‘Lead­er­ship doesn’t de­fault to who­ev­er is shout­ing the loud­est,’ he replied. He glanced up at the tree­line, and for a mo­ment I froze, cer­tain that his gaze had land­ed on me. But all he said was, ‘It’s get­ting dark. We need to set up camp for the night.’

(Rex: Nat­ur­al 20 on Per­cep­tion!)

(Me: Does that mean he sees me?)

I tensed. I did not want these out­siders chop­ping wood and de­stroy­ing trees. As the broad one took a hatch­et from his belt, I knew that it was time to act.

I dropped down from the tree, land­ing light­ly atop a rock, free of the mud. My claw was loose in one hand and with the oth­er I sum­moned a wind that threw back their hoods.

Im­me­di­ate­ly, a rope snaked around my an­kle.

(Pauline: As­taran, roll Agili­ty. That’s your Agili­ty skill die plus a D20)

(Me: Oh no. I rolled a 1 on the D20 — is that bad?)

‘Aargh!’ I tried to skip away but it tight­ened and hoist­ed me into the air so that I was dan­gling from a tree by my an­kle.

I could see the hood­ed one clear­ly now as his hood fell away. His hands sparkled with ar­cane en­er­gy and his eyes glowed an eerie blue, wisps of ethe­re­al en­er­gy float­ing at the edges of his eyes. It was clear now that what had been hid­den un­der his hood were two curl­ing ram’s horns, each em­bed­ded with crys­talline im­agery the same ethe­re­al blue, then fad­ing into ghost­ly points as if only half-cor­po­re­al. His ears were point­ed and again fad­ed at the tips and a lizard-like tail lashed the ground be­hind him — with sim­i­lar­ly crys­talline scales and ghost­ly edges — and he bared fanged teeth while he con­cen­trat­ed on his spell. A void­kin.

The broad one, Kendal­lien, im­me­di­ate­ly strode for­ward and placed the tip of his hatch­et against my throat. ‘Can I kill them?’ he asked mild­ly. ‘I’d re­al­ly like to kill them.’

‘Not yet! We don’t even know who they are!’ Han­ley, the lit­tle bard, scram­bled down from the gold­en-ar­moured feykin to peer up at me. ‘Who are you?’ She asked. ‘Why did you at­tack us?’

I stared point­ed­ly at Kendal­lien un­til he huffed and eased up with his hatch­et. ‘I didn’t at­tack you. I want­ed to see who you are. You’re tres­passers in this sa­cred Grove!’

Han­ley looked down at the mud climb­ing her thighs. 'This place is sa­cred? Are we look­ing at the same place?’

‘Would you let me down?’

‘Please Ram?’ Ar­ries, the ar­moured fox­man asked. ‘It looks un­com­fort­able.’

‘Bleed­ing heart,’ Kendal­lien mut­tered.

The void­kin met my eyes with his. ‘No sud­den moves,’ he warned. With a sud­den slic­ing mo­tion with his hands, the rope re­leased me.

(Me: I rolled a 21 on Agili­ty!)

I twist­ed in the air and just man­aged to get my feet un­der me, stum­bling slight­ly. Han­ley put out a hand to steady me. I flinched at her touch, but she seemed to mean well.

‘We’re the Amethyst Hand, de­fend­ers of Van­this,’ she told me. Some­thing about the way she said the words, some trick of her voice, made the words sound laden with des­tiny.

‘For hire,’ Kendal­lien added with a dark chuck­le.

Han­ley gave him a nar­row look. ‘We … are on an im­por­tant mis­sion.’ She looked me up and down. ‘There’s a great threat to na­ture in this area —’

Ar­ries’ fur­ry brow fur­rowed. ‘There is?’

‘— and we need to pass safe­ly through this swamp to deal with it.’ She looked me up and down. ‘You look like you know the area. Per­haps you could guide us?’

(Me: Do I be­lieve her?)

(Pauline: Han­ley, roll Liar)

(Han­na: 28)

(Me: That’s crazy!)

(Han­na: I’m very care­ful with my skill points)

(Pauline: As­taran, make a So­cial In­stinct check op­posed to Han­ley’s Liar.)

(Me: Okay, I rolled okay on the fate die but my skill die — oh no. 14?)

I con­sid­ered her words, search­ing them for dis­hon­esty. I had no rea­son to trust these peo­ple, but thus far they had done me no harm. ‘What evil?’ I asked.

‘I don’t com­plete­ly know, but our in­struc­tions are clear.’

'In­struc­tions from who?

Han­ley hes­i­tat­ed a mo­ment. ‘A priest of Lu­nala,’ she said, nam­ing a for­est guardian god — one of the fey ones, I thought.

(Me: Do I still be­lieve her?)

(Pauline: She rolled high. You do.)

‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll show you the way through the swamp. But I warn you: this land is sa­cred. And the crea­tures in it are not all peace­ful.’ I glanced around us. ‘Tread light­ly.’
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        Chapter Four

        
            I was sur­prised by how fun the game was. I felt com­plete­ly im­mersed de­spite not know­ing where they were in the sto­ry or one hun­dred per­cent un­der­stand­ing the rules. All the study and char­ac­ter plan­ning I’d done had helped a lot but I still felt a lit­tle out of my depth.

I looked around at the oth­ers. They laughed and smiled while they packed away their char­ac­ter sheets and dice. I hoped they couldn’t tell that I was drenched in sweat. Al­though I’d en­joyed my­self, my en­tire body ached from sit­ting tense and rigid­ly for four hours of play. It was the longest I think I’d ever spent in an IRL so­cial sit­u­a­tion, and by the end of the game I hadn’t been able to stop my­self from rock­ing in my seat to ease the ner­vous en­er­gy built up in­side of me. Some­how it had still passed quick­ly.

Ken­ta nudged me with his el­bow, mak­ing me jump. ‘So how’d you find it?’ he asked, clear­ly not re­al­is­ing the pan­ic spi­ral this un­ex­pect­ed con­tact had sent me down.

‘Um, good,’ I said. ‘I like how cre­ative it is.’ I tried to tell my­self to calm down, that just be­cause I’d been touched once didn’t mean that it would hap­pen again, that it was only a small thing that a neu­rotyp­i­cal per­son prob­a­bly wouldn’t even no­tice. But I still felt pan­icked about the whole thing.

‘You did a good job ad­just­ing to the way dif­fer­ent traits are la­belled,’ Rex said. ‘It’s hard to ad­just from games with fan­ta­sy “races” to one where you just iden­ti­fy peo­ple by their most no­tice­able mag­i­cal traits.’

Like how Han­ley had been feykin be­cause fauns were as­so­ci­at­ed with the Fey Plane of the Glam­our­ing, or how Ram had been Void­kin be­cause of the void­shad­ow high­lights to his ap­pear­ance. In Kin, peo­ple could have traits from mul­ti­ple sources, and they could be caused by curs­es, cir­cum­stances of birth, or any num­ber of oth­er things, not just her­itage. Made it eas­i­er to cus­tomise your char­ac­ter, too. ‘Oh, I like that about it,’ I said. ‘I spent a lot of time on char­ac­ter cre­ation so I think I ab­sorbed that bit of the lore okay.’

‘Haven’t scared you off yet, then?’ Ken­ta grinned and pat my shoul­der. ‘It’s good to have new blood.’ His hand felt heavy.

He was just be­ing friend­ly, I told my­self, even though it made me feel sick and cor­nered, made the air feel too thick to breathe. There was noth­ing sleazy or in­ap­pro­pri­ate about his be­hav­iour, but I was ex­haust­ed af­ter four hours play­ing a new game with sev­er­al strangers and I no longer had the ca­pac­i­ty to pre­tend to be neu­rotyp­i­cal. Mask­ing my autism al­ways wore me out, dou­bly so when I was also flood­ed with so­cial anx­i­ety. I tried to smile and say some­thing re­as­sur­ing but no words would come.

I glanced at Ar­ries but he was ex­cit­ed­ly mim­ing out the bat­tle we’d had to Han­na, who rolled her eyes but was bare­ly con­ceal­ing a smile.

‘Ken. You can’t just touch peo­ple, we’ve been over this.’ I glanced around at Rex. He’d put his hood down dur­ing the game, re­veal­ing that his locs had been pulled into a neat tail that hung over one shoul­der. His shoul­ders were hunched de­fen­sive­ly as he glared at Ken­ta, mak­ing eye con­tact for the first time that I could tell the en­tire af­ter­noon.

‘I thought that was just with you?’ Ken­ta said.

‘It’s with every­one.’

‘Are you — ah, sor­ry.’ He looked sheep­ish as he reg­is­tered my ex­pres­sion for the first time. ‘I for­get some­times that not every­one’s like me. I’ll do bet­ter. I’m get­ting a drink — any­one want any­thing?’

Rex and I shook our heads and Ken­ta got up and head­ed into Pauline’s kitchen. Pauline looked up from the notes she was writ­ing up to call sharply, ‘And this time don’t break any­thing!’

‘You okay?’ Rex asked qui­et­ly. Again, avoid­ing my eyes. I was struck by how soft his voice was — when he was play­ing, he spoke with a lot more con­vic­tion and con­fi­dence, but now he seemed to shrink into him­self. ‘It’s okay to just get up and leave if you need to. No­body’ll hold it against you, and Pauline’s sur­pris­ing­ly chill about that kind of thing.’

I nod­ded and drew a shud­der­ing breath. ‘I was hop­ing to get through to­day with­out any awk­ward­ness.’

He shrugged. ‘You’re not that bad.’

Pauline winced as she stood up and took a few steps to the wall of board games. It looked like the move­ment was painful, but she threw a smile over her shoul­der. ‘Any­one for beer and board games now?’ she asked. ‘We can or­der take­away — healthy take­away,’ she said with a glare at Han­na.

‘I’m plen­ty healthy,’ Han­na mut­tered. She was eas­i­ly the most ath­let­ic-look­ing per­son in the room.

I wasn’t pre­pared for this. I scooped my dice into their pouch and stood up. ‘I ac­tu­al­ly have some­where I need to be,’ I said. ‘Um — but thank you. I’d def­i­nite­ly like to come again, if — you know —’

‘We’re not gonna give up our witch!’ said Ar­ries. He gave me a con­cerned look. ‘Are you sure you won’t stay? Pauline has a re­al­ly good se­lec­tion of games.’

I nod­ded — well, more of a sharp jerk of my head. ‘I’m sure. Thanks though. Uh … bye.’ I edged past Ken­ta.

Ar­ries stood up. ‘I’ll see you out.’

‘It’s okay, I’m go­ing any­way,’ said Rex.

‘Thanks Rex — oh! Tar! I’ll send you a link to the par­ty cha­t­room. Thanks for com­ing!’

I nod­ded again and ducked out the door, Rex on my heels. He had a black back­pack slung over one shoul­der — I no­ticed the A:RO logo on it but was now far too ner­vous to ask.

‘You don’t have to go on the cha­t­room if you don’t want to,’ he said. He quick­ly slid on his shoes, still tied. They were thick high-tops with white soles and pur­ple fab­ric. ‘And they don’t re­al­ly mind whether we stay for beer and board games — well, Ar­ries does, but he just wants to sur­round him­self with every­one he loves all the time.’

‘Do um — do you go on the cha­t­room?’ I asked. I knelt to put on my shoes and he hov­ered awk­ward­ly, wait­ing for me to fin­ish.

He dipped his head. ‘Yeah. Yeah. I like these guys, but I find it eas­i­er when I’m not … I find it eas­i­er on­line.’

I smiled tight­ly. ‘I get that.’ I stood up and he let us out. We both paused on the doorstep. ‘See you next week,’ I said.

He nod­ded, again not meet­ing my eyes, and we both walked in dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions away from Pauline’s house.

I got an email from Ar­ries not long lat­er with a link to a cha­t­room la­belled ‘The Amethyst Hand’. My thumb hov­ered over it a mo­ment, then I switched off my screen and head­ed for my lit­tle beat-up Nis­san Mi­cra and from there, home.

‘Home’ was a lodger’s room in a semi-de­tached house on the out­skirts of Goosey. I walked down a street with sad yel­low grass and sweaty trees, look­ing for the cher­ry-blos­som pink house I’d lived in for the last 2 years.

I in­tend­ed to van­ish into my room. My en­coun­ters with my host and her daugh­ter were in­fre­quent and I in­tend­ed to keep it that way. I nev­er knew what to say to them and didn’t want them to think I didn’t like them. It seemed eas­i­er to keep my dis­tance than to fum­ble through con­ver­sa­tion and ac­ci­den­tal­ly of­fend them. But as I came through the door, there was a scene I couldn’t eas­i­ly skirt.

Saan­vi, a woman with tired eyes, rus­set-brown skin, and a crow-black pix­ie cut, was on her knees wrestling with her six year-old daugh­ter who was, I re­alised with a start, only wear­ing un­der­wear.

‘It’s a fan­cy dress par­ty, Riya! You need to be dressed for a fan­cy dress par­ty!’

‘No!’ Riya clenched her fists and dodged her moth­er’s at­tempt to pull a spi­der­man cos­tume over her head.

‘You need a cos­tume, sweet­heart!’

I edged to­ward the stairs.

‘I have a cos­tume,’ Riya shout­ed. ‘I’m a BABY!’

Saan­vi saw me and a look of pained em­bar­rass­ment crossed her face. She ush­ered her daugh­ter into the sit­ting room. ‘Ba­bies wear clothes.’

‘Do not!’

I scur­ried up­stairs and closed the door to my bed­room, try­ing to ig­nore the tight feel­ing in my chest that I had han­dled the sit­u­a­tion wrong. My moth­er would have made a joke. Ar­ries would prob­a­bly have tried to help — though whether he would have sided with Saan­vi or Riya, I didn’t know.

Think­ing of my moth­er, I cringed as I flopped onto my bed. I’d can­celled her call ear­li­er — we’d been mid-way through a tricky bat­tle with will-o-wisps and I hadn’t want­ed to miss any­thing. I’d sent her a short text in apol­o­gy, but I knew that wouldn’t be enough when I’d specif­i­cal­ly asked her to call me.

I put my hands on my head and just … yelled word­less­ly from the bed, let­ting out all the pres­sure and build-up in my chest. Not as loud as I want­ed to; Saan­vi was used to the oc­ca­sion­al out­burst from me, but I still didn’t want to star­tle her or Riya.

Even­tu­al­ly, the cry died out. I felt a lit­tle bet­ter. I looked around my room — cur­tained, cool, with a galaxy-coloured bed­spread and books piled up along the walls. Some clothes were scat­tered across the bed be­neath me — the rem­nants of my ear­ly-morn­ing out­fit pan­ic. It all looked and smelled so per­fect­ly of home — my own bed, my own books, my own desk, my own A:RO posters on the walls. I’d hoped to just go home and spend the en­tire evening on A:RO, try­ing not to ob­sess over every last awk­ward thing I’d said and done at the game, but I knew I owed it to my mum to give her a call.

She picked up on the first ring. ‘That was very rude of you, dar­ling.’

I gazed at the smooth white ceil­ing of my bed­room. ‘Sor­ry, mum.’

‘I’ve al­ways been puz­zled by this sort of be­hav­iour in you. I was so care­ful to have you in July, but you’re not like any Can­cer sign I’ve ever known. Al­ways so in­de­pen­dent, so with­drawn. Any­one would think you were an Aquar­ius.’

I rolled my eyes at the phone, but I didn’t take the bait — every few months my mum tried to trick me into let­ting her hold court over my star sign, the minute de­tails of my birth, and what her psy­chics had told her about me. Some­times I cor­rect­ed her out of ir­ri­ta­tion with­out think­ing, and I got sucked right in. But to­day I was apol­o­gis­ing, which put me in a gen­er­ous enough mood that she could talk all the non­sense she want­ed with­out get­ting a rise out of me.

‘What was so im­por­tant you want­ed to arrange a phone call, any­way? You weren’t,’ her voice turned stern, some­thing that sound­ed out of place in her breezy, gos­sipy voice. ‘You weren’t try­ing to es­cape an­oth­er date, were you?’

‘No! Mum, I don’t date any­more —’

‘Be­cause I re­al­ly think you need to de­vel­op a more grace­ful exit strat­e­gy than hav­ing your mum call you and maybe you should give these young men and women more of a chance —’

‘Mum! It wasn’t that. I went to play a —’ I hes­i­tat­ed, try­ing to think of how best to ex­plain this to my mum. ‘Do you know what a role-play­ing game is?’

There was a pause at the oth­er end of the line. ‘I’m glad you feel com­fort­able enough to talk about it with me, but I didn’t think you were into that kind of thing, dar­ling. It’s good to ex­per­i­ment, though —’

‘No! Mum. It’s … like Lairs & Lizards? You know … it’s like a board game? Every­one tells a sto­ry to­geth­er about, like … elves and wiz­ards …’ I haz­ard­ed that she might recog­nise those as fan­ta­sy ‘… and roll dice and stuff?’

‘Well — that sounds ex­act­ly like your sort of thing, dar­ling. Whyev­er did you need me to call?’

I hes­i­tat­ed. ‘There were peo­ple there I didn’t know, and I thought, if I pan­icked …’

‘You met peo­ple? Dar­ling, that’s won­der­ful!’

‘Yeah,’ I said. Al­though I’d found the game it­self to be a dream-like ex­pe­ri­ence, I still wasn’t en­tire­ly con­vinced of the ‘oth­er peo­ple’ part of it. They prob­a­bly all hat­ed me. I’d been so awk­ward and I’d had to stop Pauline every few min­utes to ex­plain the rules …

‘Well, I’m glad you called me, any­way. My as­trologer cast my chart to­day and she could see that there was a par­tic­u­lar con­ver­gence in my fu­ture, so she sug­gest­ed I do a tarot read­ing for the specifics, and I re­al­ly think it might con­cern you, dar­ling, be­cause …’

I let my mum tell me all about the read­ing, even go­ing as far as to con­firm or deny re­cent events in my life, to her de­light or dis­ap­point­ment. Al­though I didn’t be­lieve in as­trol­o­gy, or psy­chics, or what­ev­er new for­tune-telling fad my mum favoured at the mo­ment, I felt my­self re­lax as she spoke. I sort of liked how she was al­ways look­ing for­ward, how con­fi­dent of her own des­tiny she was. My mum knew who she was and she knew where she was go­ing — and she made sure her psy­chics con­firmed it.

Me, I felt adrift at any point in my life. Like I didn’t know where or why any­thing in my life hap­pened, like some­one else had pre-plot­ted my every step, and had done a patchy job of it.

I liked that for the space of a con­ver­sa­tion, I didn’t have to say much. And I could pre­tend, how­ev­er briefly, that there was any sort of ex­cite­ment or ad­ven­ture in my fu­ture.

The evening af­ter she hung up wasn’t kind to me. I felt wrung out, bruised in­side and out, with lungs that were squeezed too thin. I’d nev­er been very good at pro­cess­ing emo­tions, and now, with noth­ing to dis­tract me from feel­ing every­thing that had hap­pened that day, it was like stand­ing in on­com­ing traf­fic.

There was noth­ing I could do but crawl un­der a du­vet and try to pick up the pieces of my­self in the morn­ing.
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        Chapter Five

        
            ‘Wel­come to the El­fred Bevin Mu­se­um, com­mem­o­rat­ing Goosey’s most fa­mous may­or, El­fred Hy­wel Ieuan Bevin. Please, al­low me to guide you on a jour­ney into Goosey’s past.’

I bared my teeth at the small hud­dle of pon­cho-wear­ing tourists wait­ing at re­cep­tion. I hat­ed this mo­ment, when I had to in­tro­duce my­self to the un­sus­pect­ing cus­tomers and give them the most bor­ing tour of their lives. They were sure to feel dis­ap­point­ed, and it was in­cred­i­bly awk­ward the way I had to just walk up to them and be­gin my spiel. But I wore my uni­form of kha­ki trousers and Bevin-Mu­se­um blue polo like ar­mour, and my script was my shield. All I had to do was drag them af­ter me, re­cite my lines, and wait for the next gag­gle of Goosey-vis­i­tors to ar­rive.

They looked, to me, like any oth­er tourists — just as fraz­zled and windswept, with that clas­sic Eng­lish sum­mer look of rained-on and sweaty. I kept up a smile that made my cheeks hurt and guid­ed them through Bevin’s life of inane and some­times odd achieve­ment.

'In 1956, El­fred Bevin was the first may­or of Goosey ever elect­ed who hadn’t been born in Goosey. In fact, Bevin was born in Blyth-on-Wye, a full fifty miles away in Wales. This caused a con­tro­ver­sy that would change Goosey coun­cil pol­i­tics for years to come …

'As well as a bak­er, Bevin was a savvy busi­ness­man. Cor­nish pasties were grow­ing in pop­u­lar­i­ty at the time, and he seized his op­por­tu­ni­ty. He saw a key niche in the mar­ket and seized it, mod­i­fy­ing the Cor­nish recipe by re­plac­ing onion with radish and sell­ing his pasties with a mus­tard rel­ish. The Goosey Pasty is now lo­cal leg­end and no longer sold in bak­eries, but you can try one here at the Bevin Mu­se­um’s on-site his­tor­i­cal café …

‘In 1972, Bevin want­ed to put Goosey on the map by in­vest­ing in space trav­el. The re­sult­ing fire in the en­gine shed spread across 5 acres of land, but the ashy soil proved to be the per­fect en­vi­ron­ment for the rare Goosey-blue this­tle, which had gone near­ly ex­tinct but in the af­ter­math of the fire, ex­plod­ed in num­bers …’

The tourists ah­hed and yawned by turn as I showed them Bevin’s char­ac­ter­is­tic 'Bore Da’ tea pot which he’d hand-turned him­self, and let them see Bevin’s bright-feath­ered fish­ing lure col­lec­tion, no­table be­cause he’d en­tered every fish­ing com­pe­ti­tion for ten years and nev­er caught a sin­gle fish. I showed them a dio­ra­ma of Bevin’s space en­gine shed and let them each take a clip­ping from the mu­se­um’s Goosey-blue this­tle green­house. It felt like we were an­i­ma­tron­ics mov­ing along on rails and recit­ing our pre-script­ed lines, as did the next group, and the next group. No­body was ever un­ex­pect­ed: even when small chil­dren were added to the mix, all that changed was that there was snif­fling and tears from them and hissed warn­ings and mum­bled re­as­sur­ances from the par­ents.

When I got home af­ter my five-hour shift, it felt like twen­ty. My brain was full of un­fa­mil­iar faces and the strain of be­ing watched by so many eyes. My face hurt from hours of my mum­mer’s grin. All I want­ed was to play A:RO and for­get the day had ever ex­ist­ed.

And I did, for a while, rack­ing up XP on solo mis­sions and killing beasts in the Sum­mer­glades in the hope of get­ting some use­ful loot. Ar­ries wasn’t on­line — prob­a­bly at his knit­ting group — and it struck me that I want­ed to talk to some­one. I was ex­haust­ed from a day at work, but I didn’t think I’d said a sin­gle non-script­ed thing all day. And A:RO, as much as I loved it, was very repet­i­tive — tak­ing the same ac­tions over and over again in the at­tempt to lev­el up.

I rubbed my eyes and flopped back on my bed, dis­turb­ing the hood­ies I’d left strewn across it. The last time I felt like I’d had any­thing new to say had been at the Kin game. Was that pa­thet­ic?

But it had been so cre­ative and so vivid. In those few hours, I had some­how shaped my­self into an en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent per­son. To be hon­est, it had been a re­lief not to be me, how­ev­er briefly.

And I still had no idea when the next one was.

I picked up my phone and let my thumb hov­er over the link in Ar­ries’ text, as I had done so many times over the last few days. It seemed ridicu­lous that I should seek these peo­ple out. They were al­ready friends: I was an out­sider. I was there to make up the num­bers.

I re­mem­bered Ar­ries thank­ing me for com­ing and Pauline invit­ing me to stay for games. I thought about Rex talk­ing to me with eyes low­ered, as ca­su­al­ly as if all con­ver­sa­tions were held that way. ‘I like these guys,’ he’d said. ‘But I find it eas­i­er when I’m not … I find it eas­i­er on­line.’

Me too, I thought.

I opened the link.

Five min­utes and a frus­trat­ing lo­gin process lat­er, and I had a user­name and a fuzzy spi­der to fin­ish it off.

And the chat, as I scrolled down to catch up, was not at all what I had been ex­pect­ing.

❀Han­na: I’ve locked my­self into this bath­room and I’m not com­ing out un­til I’m sure she’s gone.

❀Han­na: This is a fuck­ing night­mare

❀Han­na: I can’t be­lieve you let me do this.

Ken­ta: It’s not that bad.

❀Han­na: It is that bad! She’s MAR­RIED. To a *MAN. *

❀Han­na: God, she was so nice about it too. Hot AND nice. And straight. Ugh. I could die right now.

Ar­ries: You don’t know she’s straight.

❀Han­na: Who would mar­ry a man if they had a choice?

Ar­ries: That’s bi­pho­bic, Han. And sex­ist.

Ken­ta: I’m try­ing my best to find a man to mar­ry, per­son­al­ly.

❀Han­na: Right, sor­ry. That was shit­ty of me.

❀Han­na: You’re al­ler­gic to com­mit­ment, Ken, you’re not try­ing any­thing.

❀Han­na: AND MY SKIRT WAS TUCKED INTO MY LEG­GINGS

❀Han­na: You’re all a load of filthy en­ablers, every one of you.

Ar­ries: You asked us to en­cour­age you!

❀Han­na: Ex­cept for Rex, my only true friend

Rex♚: Pass through this world like a ghost, Han­na

❀Han­na: That is ex­act­ly the kind of freaky an­ti­so­cial ad­vice I should have tak­en, Rex.

Rex♚: It’s all the younger sib­lings. I am a fount of broth­er­ly wis­dom.

I de­cid­ed to jump in. It felt like the kind of pri­vate thing that would be rude for me to join, but at the same time, Han­na seemed to be hold­ing court.

Tar🕷: I have a lot of ex­pe­ri­ence dodg­ing peo­ple in cafés and restau­rants

Ar­ries: Tar!

Ken­ta: Oh man, I re­al­ly thought we’d scared you off.

Rex♚: You. You thought YOU had scared them off.

Ken­ta: I’m not tak­ing full cred­it for scari­ness

Ken­ta: I mean, look at Han­na

❀Han­na: Ken: go fuck your­self. Tar, I wel­come your wis­dom.

Tar🕷: If she isn’t sit­ting by the bath­room, just get out as quick­ly as pos­si­ble. Walk straight out of the build­ing.

❀Han­na: YES. I will do that. Wis­dom ac­cept­ed: the rest of you are still on my shitlist.

Ar­ries: :(

Ken­ta: Is there a prize for be­ing num­ber one on that list?

Rex♚: I wouldn’t know. I’M not on it.

❀Han­na: OK

❀Han­na: OK, I’m out

Pauline: Per­haps now we can go back on-top­ic?

Ar­ries: P!

❀Han­na: God, you were here, too?

❀Han­na: Is there any­one I know who wasn’t pre­sent for my bru­tal re­jec­tion?

Rex♚: Just the Amethyst Hand and God. If God wasn’t busy.

❀Han­na: Weird

Ken­ta: Tar, I don’t know if you saw the chat, but we were choos­ing a date for the next ses­sion. Any dates you can’t do?

Tar🕷: No, my life is an emp­ty void

Rex♚: re­lat­able

Ar­ries: Tar! :((

❀Han­na: Dark

Pauline: Per­fect. Then it sounds like it’ll be the 10th at 7pm. See you all then.

I smiled a lit­tle at the screen. It had felt like a safe dis­tance. And it was nice that Han­na felt like she could go to the Amethyst Hand for ad­vice and to vent. I made sure my set­tings would no­ti­fy me every time there was a new mes­sage in the chat.

Some­how, it made me feel less iso­lat­ed in my bed­room. And it made the next Kin ses­sion feel a lot clos­er.
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        Chapter Six

        
            Af­ter a week of chat­ting on and off in the cha­t­room with the oth­ers, I was again stand­ing on my lair mas­ter’s doorstep and still re­sist­ing the urge to peg it back to my car.

I don’t know what it is about my brain that puts me in a con­stant state of flee­ing for my life, but my heart was beat­ing way too fast and my chest was tight and I was pret­ty sure I’d for­got­ten every­one’s names and also my own.

Cur­rent­ly, I was hov­er­ing, which was the first step be­fore run­ning. The prospect of go­ing down a hall­way into a closed room to sit around a table with sev­er­al oth­er peo­ple was press­ing down on me and thus far I had not knocked, rang the bell, made any nois­es, or tak­en any ac­tions such as might cause me to be no­ticed. Which was dif­fi­cult be­cause I could feel a bunch of click­ing sounds build­ing up in my chest wait­ing to be re­leased. I would feel so much bet­ter if I stimmed …

I was go­ing to run. I could feel it com­ing on with the cer­tain­ty of a hook in the gut draw­ing me away. I didn’t know if I could face sit­ting on the out­side of this group of friends again. I didn’t know if I could bring my­self to put on the stern voice of As­taran and act like I didn’t mind that I wasn’t part of this par­ty yet — I was, to them, an NPC of un­known mo­ti­va­tions.

NPC: Non-Play­er Char­ac­ter. It was a phrase that nig­gled at me, had al­ways got­ten un­der my skin. In games, it wasn’t just that NPCs weren’t the he­roes — they weren’t play­ers. They had no ac­tive con­trol in their lives. They weren’t real, the way the play­ers were real. Lim­it­ed di­a­logue, lim­it­ed ac­tions, script­ed be­hav­iour. Some­times I felt like that de­scribed me, be­cause I didn’t seem to have the words, the ini­tia­tive, or the strength to di­rect my own life. Per­haps I was just an NPC in some­one else’s game.

Fi­nal­ly, my ten­u­ous re­solve snapped. I spun away from the door, my hand go­ing to my pock­et for my phone. I would make my ex­cus­es in the cha­t­room and —

My fore­head hit some­one’s chin. I squeaked and squeezed my eyes shut and stum­bled back, hor­ri­fied that my gasp had caused me to in­hale the per­son’s — ad­mit­ted­ly mild and fruity — scent.

‘Tar!’

My eyes sprang open. ‘I’m so, so sor­ry —’

‘It’s okay, I just — um, ac­ci­dents hap­pen.’ It was Rex, look­ing sheep­ish. His hood was down to­day, and he looked ex­posed and vul­ner­a­ble in the sum­mer sun. The pink chalk was gone from his locs, leav­ing them a gleam­ing black. He wore ripped jeans and a patchy drag­on-pat­terned grey and blue hood­ie, the same A:RO back­pack slung over one shoul­der.

But I was some­how still apol­o­gis­ing and feel­ing a bit man­ic about it. I had walked into some­one. I could smell him. My face had touched his ac­tu­al face. And I knew it was get­ting weird, how I kept talk­ing, but I couldn’t seem to stop the words from com­ing and he was prob­a­bly hor­ri­fied, he cer­tain­ly looked it, and —

‘Tar? Do you — could you come sit here, with me, for a minute?’ He put his hands in his hood­ie pock­et, meet­ing my eyes briefly be­fore look­ing down again.

The ques­tion froze my fran­ti­cal­ly spin­ning thoughts. ‘I — yeah.’

He walked over to the lit­tle stone wall sur­round­ing Pauline’s front gar­den and sat down on it. I was so grate­ful that some­thing had stopped my nev­er-end­ing apol­o­gis­ing that I sat down next to him with­out my pan­ic build­ing.

‘I usu­al­ly need a minute,’ he said, ‘be­fore I go in. I need to … as­sem­ble my­self.’ He kicked his feet against the wall and added in a mur­mur, ‘Re­mem­ber how to talk.’ He glanced up at me, then away. ‘I get it if you need to go, but if you want to stay, you can sit here with me for a while be­fore go­ing in.’

He thread­ed his fin­gers and put his hands in his lap, his ex­pres­sion turn­ing in­ward. He didn’t seem to be wait­ing for an an­swer, and that alone gave me the room to stay. His head was half-turned away from me, his body lan­guage loose-joint­ed ex­cept for a brit­tle­ness about the shoul­ders. His eye­lash­es were long and dark, rest­ing on his cheeks when his gaze low­ered.

I looked away from him, not want­i­ng to be weird. That was a thing I knew I need­ed to watch — not just that I avoid­ed peo­ple’s eyes too much, but also that I was too will­ing to ob­serve when I knew I was un­ob­served my­self. There were so many rules around look­ing: where you should look, and for how long, and in what way. None of it came nat­u­ral­ly to me.

But Rex wasn’t look­ing at me, or talk­ing to me, or ask­ing any­thing of me that I could tell. He’d made an in­vi­ta­tion with no pres­sure and an easy out.

And some­how that made it eas­i­er to stay, and stare at my feet, and think about As­taran, and the Amethyst Hand, and every­thing I had been look­ing for­ward to all week. I rocked a bit while I sat. I was aware of Rex be­side me, but his pres­ence wasn’t a bur­den, the way oth­er peo­ple of­ten were. He wasn’t wait­ing for me to be some­thing or do some­thing. He was con­tent with this.

Af­ter a few min­utes, when the whirl­wind of my thoughts had at last stilled to a ner­vous breeze, I looked to Rex.

‘Good?’ he asked.

I nod­ded, and, to prove it: ‘Yeah. Thanks.’

He smiled briefly. ‘Good. Me too.’ He looked around at the door and took a shud­der­ing breath. ‘Okay. Let’s do this.’

When we knocked on the door, Ar­ries was there to greet us — just as he’d been there to greet me last week. ‘Rex! Tar!’ He gripped the door and leaned out to us, all smiles and sparkling eyes. ‘I wasn’t sure if you would come!’

I fol­lowed him in with a ner­vous shrug. ‘I said I was com­ing,’ I mur­mured.

‘He’s talk­ing about me,’ Rex said. His high-tops seemed to take a while to un­tan­gle, and I could see his lips trem­bling in em­bar­rass­ment as he fum­bled with the laces.

Ar­ries’ smile turned side­ways. ‘I meant both of you, ac­tu­al­ly. Can’t play with­out two of my favourite par­ty mem­bers!’

‘Every­one is your favourite,’ said Rex, glanc­ing at me.

‘Well … yeah. But that doesn’t make you any less spe­cial.’

I smiled and ducked my head as I fol­lowed him down the hall.

In Pauline’s game room, the scene was much as the week be­fore — a chaos not yet fa­mil­iar to me. Pauline at the head of the table shuf­fling through binders, books, and stacks of pa­per while Han­na bait­ed and heck­led; Ken­ta across from her with his dry hu­mour and re­laxed de­meanour.

With­out re­al­ly mean­ing to, I took the same seat I had be­fore; I had al­ways been a crea­ture of habit. Rex took the seat be­side me, and Ar­ries again across from us.

Ken­ta greet­ed the three of us with an easy ‘hel­lo’ and turned back to Pauline. ‘Good week?’

‘Yeah, did you get time to re-al­pha­be­tise your li­brary? That al­ways cheers you right the fuck up,’ said Han­na.

‘Yes,’ Pauline gave Ken­ta a flick­er of a smile. ‘And yes,’ she said to Han­na, her smile turn­ing into a scowl while Han­na barked a laugh.

‘Oh come on, P! It’s fun­ny! You’re so fuck­ing pre­dictable — it’s pret­ty fuck­ing adorable.’

Be­side me, Rex mur­mured, ‘Three guess­es what Han­na’s favourite word is this year.’

‘Does it rhyme with duck­ing?’ I replied.

Ar­ries frowned, eyes dart­ing be­tween Han­na and Pauline. ‘Pre­dictable isn’t al­ways bad. It’s re­li­able. You know, some­thing you can count on.’ He gave Pauline an en­cour­ag­ing smile.

‘I said it was cute, didn’t I?’ Han­na made a face at Pauline.

Pauline dis­ap­peared be­hind her lair mas­ter’s screen. ‘I re­al­ly don’t care ei­ther way.’

Han­na thread­ed her hands and leaned for­ward. ‘Sure sounds like you care, P.’

‘Get away from my screen, Han­na.’

‘Wouldn’t you say it sounds like she cares, Ken?’ Han­na leaned back in her seat and ges­tured at Pauline.

‘I would, but I don’t want Pauline to drop rocks on my head in-game. I think I’ll sit this one out.’

‘Cow­ard.’

‘Very wise.’ Pauline’s eyes ap­peared briefly above her screen be­fore she dis­ap­peared again.

‘Why does P put up with you again?’ Rex leaned his chin on his hand.

Han­na grinned. ‘I come with the house.’

I checked the time on my phone. Still five min­utes un­til the of­fi­cial start of the game, and I was get­ting the im­pres­sion Pauline was an ‘on-the-dot’ kind of lair mas­ter.

Ar­ries caught my eye. ‘You okay?’ he mouthed, so ob­vi­ous­ly I didn’t know whether to smile or hide.

I nod­ded and dropped my gaze.

‘So why a witch spe­cial­ist?’ Rex sud­den­ly asked.

I glanced at him; his eyes were on his hands, fin­gers drum­ming on his char­ac­ter sheet.

I hes­i­tat­ed, won­der­ing how best to phrase it, won­der­ing if it would make me sound strange. ‘I like how witch­es al­most al­ways live on the fringe,’ I said. ‘In all the lore, they’re usu­al­ly lon­ers or in very small, sparse com­mu­ni­ties that meet in­fre­quent­ly. They don’t do peo­ple: they spend their time with an­i­mals, trees, you know, na­ture stuff. So that aes­thet­ic ap­pealed.’ I paused. His eyes flicked to me, then away again. ‘But, um — it’s the game me­chan­ics that sold me, if that doesn’t make me sound too nerdy.’

‘Not at all,’ he said, smil­ing crooked­ly down at his own binder-load of char­ac­ter sheet. ‘I chose a more wiz­ard aes­thet­ic for the same rea­son. I like how I have to think about every­thing I do — get cre­ative with my spells, plan ahead.’

‘That’s what I like about play­ing a witch!’ I said. ‘There are so many poly­morph op­tions that would be easy to over­look — at first I was think­ing heavy hit­ters and tanks like li­ons or some­thing, but you can play a gi­ant oc­to­pus and just grap­ple any­thing in com­bat, or a gi­ant spi­der and climb lit­er­al­ly any sur­face, or play a gi­ant toad and swal­low a crea­ture whole and car­ry it, alive, in your bel­ly.’

‘You’ve put a lot of thought into this,’ he said ap­prov­ing­ly, and I re­alised that we were ac­tu­al­ly look­ing at each oth­er, meet­ing each oth­er’s eyes, and it didn’t feel weird. ‘Al­though I’m hear­ing a theme of “gi­ant an­i­mals”.’

‘Who doesn’t like gi­ant an­i­mals?’ I replied. ‘But the small an­i­mals are over­looked as well. If you want to be in­con­spic­u­ous, you can hard­ly do bet­ter than a cat. If you want to get through a locked door, a mouse is per­fect. And chang­ing into a reg­u­lar-sized scor­pi­on makes it a lot more like­ly that you can sneak up on some­one and sting them.’

‘This is ex­act­ly why I choose the spells I do as well,’ said Rex.

‘An­i­mate rope?’ I asked, my eye­brows rais­ing.

‘Al­ways use­ful. All a fire­ball will do is set some­thing on fire. You can do a hun­dred things with a good rope trick. I make it a point of ho­n­our nev­er to take a spell that only does straight dam­age. That’s what Ken and Ar­ries are for.’

I dipped my head in ac­knowl­edge­ment. ‘Well, I look for­ward to see­ing it in-game,’ I said.

‘Same here.’

An alarm went off on Pauline’s phone, quick­ly si­lenced. ‘It’s 7pm,’ she said, and the room fell silent, even Han­na cut­ting off mid-con­ver­sa­tion.
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