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Simple curiosity. That was all it took to change my world.

My life changed with a black briefcase one spring evening. It had a 1960s design, a perfect rectangle made of black leather with a number-combination lock, still in pristine condition. It was the fifth and last piece of luggage I had purchased earlier that day at the lost luggage auction—and the most expensive piece. Unless I was really lucky, I might make enough for a week’s groceries from all this. At some point, I knew that I had to find a new job, but lucky for me, retail jobs were a dime a dozen right now. If you were willing to take late-night shifts at least. Still, that was a concern for future me.

Luggage like this always left me wondering about its story. The smell of the leather, the faintest hint as I held it to my nose, told me it was probably genuine. Maybe it was a hipster throwback, a handmade piece for people with more money than sense, but something told me it was the real deal. A genuine 1960s briefcase. That raised a number of questions: Was it an old purchase, set aside and never used till recently? Perhaps given to a new graduate, a present to commemorate their graduation? Did someone buy it at a thrift store, a discarded piece of luggage that wasn’t wanted or needed till it was unceremoniously lost and abandoned again? That was, after all, how it had come into my possession. The airport auctioned off uncollected lost luggage every sixty days after it entered the system. 

I sat silently for a time as I ran my hands along the briefcase and made up stories about its former owner, the briefcase, and what I might find within. Small stories, daydreams of the kinds of things I’d find inside—a laptop, a journal, maybe a calculator for an accountant. Business cards, of course. It was a briefcase. I took my time because this was half the fun of buying lost luggage—the stories I got to make up before the inevitable disappointment of reality. And while I thought, I ran my fingers along the numerical lock and attempted to open the case.

Click.

Four-six-seven. I idly noted the number that worked before I continued my attempts on the opposite side. It took another two minutes, an impatient two minutes as I found myself suddenly anxious to see what I had bought. When the click came, I held my breath for a second before I finally opened the briefcase to see my prize.

A leather journal, a single, expensive-looking fountain pen, and a capped bottle of ink snuggly fit into an inkwell dominated one side of the briefcase. On the other side, a series of nine small boxes with carved runes on top of them sat in what had to be a custom-made enclosure. I frowned as I traced the runes, never having seen anything like them before. Not that I was any expert, mind you, but they sure were pretty. On the underside of the top of the briefcase was a simple, silver-lined mirror that reflected my image to me. 

Wavy brown hair that was about two weeks overdue for a haircut, slanted brown eyes that I had been told were my best feature and thin lips reflected back at me. I rubbed my chin, realizing I had forgotten to shave again and grown a sparse, stubbly goatee. It was a bad habit, but shaving was never a priority when you only had to do it every few weeks. Just another gift of being ethnically southern Chinese. At twenty-eight, I was glad I’d finally gotten out of the “baby face” period of my life, even if I was still occasionally mocked for looking like I was in my early twenties. That was okay, considering some of those same mockers were already losing their hair.

Initial perusal over, I began the process of stripping the briefcase. I started with the book first and found, to my surprise, it was empty. Nothing was on the front page or any of the succeeding pages. It had very nice binding though and high-quality leather. I’d probably make a few dollars selling it online. The fountain pen was an old dip-and-write type, might have been worth something to a collector. I capped the pen and put it away carefully. The ink I pulled out and set aside with the rest of the junk. No money in reselling used ink.

Lastly, I started opening the boxes. And that’s when things started getting weird. The first box held scales; the second, a series of dead beetles; the third, feathers from a single type of bird; and the fourth, old, dark earth. After the second box, I grabbed the garbage and started tossing contents into it immediately. Perhaps this had been owned by a taxidermist? Or a naturalist?

“Oww!” I howled and shook my hand. When I had touched the fifth box, what must have been the accumulated static charge of living in a basement apartment had shocked me. It had never been that bad before, but I made a mental note to get a humidifier… when I had the money.

Gingerly, I touched the box and, finding the charge gone, I opened it, ready to toss its contents away. Instead, I found a simple signet ring made of a dark metal. Or alloy of metals. I frowned as I plucked the ring out and rubbed at it to clean it up, curious to see what it was made of.

As I said, curiosity changed my life.

 

***

 

“Are you done yet?” the blond woman, who had formed in my apartment from smoke, asked me. Clad in a pink bra, tiny vest, and billowy sheer pants, she reminded me of an actress from an old, cheesy TV show, almost uncannily so. Seriously, the blond genie that stood in front of me with her sardonic smile would have sent copyright lawyers salivating at the fees they’d earn. If they could have seen her. And if she hadn’t wished them away.

“You… you’re a genie! But that was a ring, not a lamp!” I spluttered, the ring that the smoke had streamed from still clutched in my hand in a death grip.

“Jinn! And yes, I am. What may I do for you, Master?” the genie said. Turning her head, she looked around my bachelor suite with a flicker of distaste. “Maybe a bigger residence?”

“You’re a genie…” I stared at the blonde, my mind caught in a circular trap as it struggled with the insanity in front of it. After all, genies didn’t exist. But there, in front of me, was a genie.

“Oh, hell. I really can’t wait for this entire ‘enlightenment’ period to be over,” the genie said with a roll of her eyes after I just continued to stare at her blankly. She turned away from me and walked around the room before she stopped at my micro-kitchen to open the fridge. Bent over, she fished inside before extracting day-old fried rice and popping a bite into her mouth. A conjured spoon later, she was digging into last night’s dinner and prodding my stove, flat-screen TV, and laptop. “What is this?”

“Fried rice.”

“I know what fried rice is. And this isn’t bad,” she complimented me, ignoring my mumbled thanks while she pointed at the TV screen and then laptop. “This. And this.”

“TV and laptop.”

“Huh.” She returned to the TV before she prodded at it a few more times and inevitably adjusted its angle. “That’s amazing. I guess your science actually does have some use. Well, outside of indoor plumbing. That isn’t as good.”

My brain finally stopped going in circles after I decided to stop trying to actually understand what was going on. If I had a genie in my house, I had a genie. “So, your name isn’t Jeannie, is it?”

“Do I look like a Jeannie to you?”

“Well…”

“The Seven Seals!” The genie flickered, and the previously blonde creature transformed into a black-haired, hawk-nosed Middle-Eastern woman…with considerably less clothing than before, which should have been a challenge. “Call me Lily. What’s yours?”

“Uhh…”

“Aaargh!” Lily stared at her clothing and then stared at me for a moment. A second later, she was clad in a T-shirt that said “I Aim to Misbehave” and a pair of jeans. I would admit I found the new clothing options even more distracting, especially since they were an exact replica of what I was wearing.

“I’m Henry. And what was that about?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all,” Lily snapped at me and waved her spoon at my laptop. “What is a ‘laptop’?”

“A portable computer,” I explained.

“No, I’ve seen a computer before. They take up rooms three times the size of your… residence,” Lily said, prodding my laptop.

“Computers haven’t been that big since the fifties. Okay, maybe sixties. And I guess there are supercomputers that are that big these days,” I blathered on. “But most people don’t really need a supercomputer. I mean, all I do with mine is play some games and get on the Internet.”

“Internet?” Lily raised her spoon. “Wait. Stop. Two things: what year is this, and do you have more food?”

“Twenty eighteen, and there’s some pizza in the freezer,” I said. “What year did you think this was?”

“That explains why the enchantments have faded,” Lily said as she finished raiding my fridge. She stared at the pizza and then looked at me imploringly. I sighed and helped her add it to the microwave, which I then had to explain to her. That certainly dated her further, putting her at least into the 1960s, which was around the same time as the briefcase. Once the pizza was ready and the genie was eating, I got back to the important questions.

“What enchantments?”

“All of them, of course. They really should have closed off the runes between the concealment and defensive enchantments. If they’d asked me, I could have told them. But of course, they never do,” Lily said, shaking her head. “Once the enchantment wasn’t being regularly recharged, the concealment rune started draining the rest. Took it about fifty years or so, at a guess. Good thing for you they were sloppy; otherwise, you’d be dead.”

“Dead?”

“Oh, yes. Heart attack when you failed the third time on opening the briefcase,” Lily said. “Always a good defensive spell—few creatures can survive without a heart. Well, except the undead, but they wouldn’t be able to even touch the briefcase with the wards against them.”

“I could have died,” I said weakly as I stumbled to my bed and sat down with a thud.

“Blazing suns.” Lily sat down across from me. “You humans are always so damn sensitive about your mortality.”

I sat there in silence and stared at the far wall, my brain refusing to work any further at this new revelation. Genies. Magic. My death. There is a certain point in an individual’s day when one just can’t go on, and I’d hit that point. Without speaking, I flopped onto my bed, grabbed my comforter, and rolled into a ball.

 

***

 

When I woke hours later, the sun had set, and my basement apartment was shrouded in darkness. I exhaled in relief, grateful but slightly disappointed that the blond/brunette genie had been but a weird dream. Paper rustled, and I twisted my head to the side to spot a pair of glowing red eyes bent over a book. 

“Well, that was a very manly scream,” Lily said, hiding a smirk.

“You… what are you doing?” I gulped, clutching my comforter to my body after I finally managed to turn on my bedside light. The additional illumination drove the fire from her eyes, making them look human again. I recalled the flames that lit her face from within, doubting I’d ever forget them. Not demonic though… at least, they didn’t feel demonic. Just otherworldly.

“Hmmm? Reading. You have quite a selection here.” Lily nodded to the bookcases that lined the walls of my apartment. I will admit books are one of my indulgences. The books are wide ranging, covering everything from history to fiction. Really, I just grabbed whatever seemed interesting when I hit a garage sale.

“It wasn’t a dream,” I muttered to myself and put my head between my knees. 

“Yes, yes. Are you going to have a breakdown again, or are we finally getting to the part where you make a wish?” Lily said, bored. “If you want to wait, I’ve still got two books in this series to finish.”

“Don’t bother. The author’s still not done book six after six years. So magic really is real?” I said, my voice muffled by the comforter. “And you’re a genie. Like, ‘rub the lamp and get three wishes’ kind of genie.”

“Yes, and I’m a jinn, not a genie, and sort of,” Lily said absently as she continued to read.

“Sort of?” I latched on to the wishy-washy word.

“I’m not actually bound to fulfill all three wishes since what I can do is limited by the ring and my powers,” Lily said and then, when I said nothing, looked up and explained further. “If you wished for the sun to go out, I wouldn’t be able to do it, and you’d have wasted my power in trying. And annoyed like a hundred gods at the same time. I am also bound to the ring, not a lamp, unlike what Antoinne might have written.”

“Antoinne?” I shook my head. No. I was not going to get distracted. It was hard enough keeping my head on straight. “Magic is real.” I could not keep the wonder from my voice as I said that. In a world of mediocrity and the mundane, magic was real. 

“Always has been.”

“But how did I not know of it?”

“Your world of science and rational thought blinded you to the arcane. What cannot be explained was relegated to hidden corners of the world, and rare as the gift is, it is no wonder humanity forgot. Magic is still practiced in back alleys and small towns. The supernatural world still exists, but it is more than happy to be forgotten. After all, humanity has never been kind to what it considers others.”

“You’ve given that speech before,” I said, and Lily nodded. “All right then, so magic is real, and you’re a ge—” At her pointed stare, I corrected myself. “Jinn, and I have three wishes. Is there anything I shouldn’t wish for?”

“Life. Death. The fate of countries. Time travel. I can alter the minds and physical reactions of others but not their souls; I cannot make someone love you or stop hating you, just lust for you or perhaps temper their physical reactions to your presence,” Lily answered promptly. As I nodded along, she opened her mouth and then shut it.

“You were going to say something.”

“I was.”

“What was it?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Why not?” I leaned forward in my chair. I wished the light shone better on her face. At least then I would have a better view of it. There was something in her voice.

Lily stayed silent for a time, obviously fighting something internally. In the end, her lips twisted wryly, and she waved a hand in front of my bookcases, causing them to glow slightly. “Because you won’t listen.”

“That’s a bit insulting. You don’t know me,” I said, and she laughed, her laughter brittle and high.

“I know you. I’ve known a hundred thousand like you. My masters never listen,” Lily said with a smile. “So tell me your wish.”

I almost snapped back that I wished she would tell me what she was going to say. Almost. But annoyed or not, I was not going to waste my chance at real magic, at a real chance to change my world. “You don’t know me, and I don’t know you. So why don’t you tell me, and maybe, maybe we’ll come to know one another.”

Lily stared at me for a long time, her eyes glowing red before she finally spoke, her voice weary. “I am bound by the ring to fulfill your wishes, but I am not omniscient. I can only change what I understand, and I am not responsible for the consequences of any changes. Not that it’ll stop you from blaming me.”

I stared at Lily for a time, then slowly nodded. “You’re saying if I made a wish, you’d be forced to make it happen even if it was a silly wish. Like, if I wished for a million dollars right this second, you’d be forced to make it appear right in this room. Maybe as bills, maybe as dollar coins, which probably would suck.”

“I am not malicious, no matter what you people might say,” Lily said. “But most wishes for wealth are not well thought out. I once gave a goatherder a mountain of gold, and he and his family were killed for it. A hundred years ago, a gentleman asked for a million pounds. Of course, I had never seen the kind of notes they used, so I made the bank notes for him, a million dollars’ worth, all exactly the same. He was unhappy about that.”

I slowly nodded, staring at her. “You’re not all-powerful and all-knowing, just powerful. Like a giant hammer wielded by toddlers.”

“Yes!” Lily said, excited for a second.

I grunted, closing my eyes. The worse part was that I was the damn toddler. But still… magic was real. 

I had not realized I had spoken that thought aloud till that whisper echoed through the basement. Into the silence, she slowly spoke. “Do you desire magic then?”

“With every fiber of my being,” I answered honestly. “But I can see a million, billion ways it could go wrong. Wish for magic, and I might get the ability without the knowledge to wield it. Wish for knowledge and ability, and you’d stick it all in my head and maybe make me go crazy while doing it. Wish for a mentor, and, well, it might be a black mage who comes in.”

“You did listen.” Lily’s lips twisted into a wry smile. “Though, again, not directly malicious. If you wished for the knowledge to wield magic, and that alone, I’d probably only insert enough that you would not be driven mad.”

“You can do that?” I blinked, having rattled off my words without thought. I hadn’t actually expected her to know how to inject information into my head.

“Of course. I’m a jinn who has been in the service of some of the greatest mages this world has ever known. I am no dotard myself,” Lily boasted. “Adding knowledge direct would be no different than creating a magical book of learning. In fact, it would be simpler without the preservation and containment spells.”

“Huh,” I said, rubbing my chin and staring at the girl. “So, it’s not the amount of knowledge but the speed.”

“Close enough,” she said, and I grunted.

“I guess I’d have to level up first.”

“Level up?” Lily asked, and I waved my hand toward my bookshelf where my RPG books were neatly stacked from D&D’s first editions to more recent RPGs, indie and mainstream publishers. “One second.” She muttered that word and then shimmered for a brief moment, a second at most, and suddenly all the books were stacked neatly around her. “How interesting. Entire universes written and governed by rules and dice.”

“Did you just read all of them with super speed?” I asked.

“Not super speed. That’s always more trouble than its worth. You have to deal with friction and air resistance and heat. I prefer to slow time,” Lily said nonchalantly. “I do see what you mean. These ‘levels’ characters have limit their growth, giving them knowledge and strength as they pass each milestone.”

“You’re saying it’s possible? For me to wield magic if we put it in a game system?” I said excitedly, fallen hopes rising again like a rocket at her words.

“Of course. Who do you think you’re talking to?” Lily asked.

“Perfect!” I paused, frowning as I worked out the implications. Perhaps I had found a way to cheat the system. “All right. One last question - how do I know everything you’ve said is true?”

At those words, even in the dim light, I saw Lily’s face twist with quickly concealed hurt. She looked away for a second and then back at me. “Well, that’s the rub, isn’t it? You can’t.”

That was the rub. It wasn’t as if I could look this up on Snopes or jump on Quora, seeking expert advice. The stories I did know of, they conflicted. The original stories of jinn said they were like us, neither good nor evil, creatures of free will like humanity itself. Since then, they’d been both friend and foe in a myriad of stories. Of course, it wasn’t as if I knew how to tell which were true or fake.

In the end, it came down to trust. Could I, should I, trust Lily? Did it matter though? By her own admission, anything I wished for needed her interpretation. Of course that too could have been a lie. But for a chance at magic, however slim it might be, I would take it.

With that thought, I smiled and leaned forward. “All right, so here’s what I was thinking.”

 


Chapter 2
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-Hours later and—at Lily’s insistence—a bunch of Thai takeout later, we’d gone back and forth on the game system we might implement. Crouched over pad thai, red curry, and pineapple fried rice, I argued with a raven-haired jinn about the merits of game systems.

“We should skip character creation entirely,” Lily said, waving a pair of chopsticks at me with an egg roll still held in them. “You don’t want to go through the most equitable way of doing so—”

“I’m not letting you roll for my attributes. I am not going to risk getting a three on intelligence,” I interrupted.

Lily continued without pausing at my interruption. “We should just avoid it altogether. Unintended consequences, remember?”

“But a base ten stat option and a number of points with the ability to increase and decrease the attributes would give me more ability to customize myself,” I argued back.

“Yes, yes. Not only do we risk angering the gods if we do it that way, there’s the actual work involved. I still have to physically alter you to make it happen. If you doubled your existing strength, I’d have to balance various muscles, tendons, and ligaments to make sure you don’t tear yourself apart the moment you move. And strength’s the easiest. I mean, constitution? What is that? Your immune system?” Lily asked. “And don’t even get me started on wisdom.”

“You’ve said. And of course, willpower is the soul, which you can’t touch,” I muttered. “So I guess no altering attributes when I level up either? Fine. We’ll skip character creation and direct changes to my body, just pure knowledge.”

“Well, one change - I’ve got to open your magical pathways,” Lily corrected, a finger held up. 

“Ah. Right…” I frowned, eyebrows drawn together as I stared at her. “How complicated is that?”

Lily held her hand up horizontal and waggled it sideways, then snagged the last piece of chicken from the curry. Seeing my flat stare, she said, “It depends on how innately gifted you are. The more gifted, the harder it’s going to be.”

“Isn’t it the other way around?” I frowned, and she shook her head.

“No. Because if you’re already gifted, you should be using magic already. If you aren’t, you’ve simply got a blockage that I’ll need to remove,” Lily explained.

“That’s going to hurt, isn’t it?”

“Yup!” Lily said, way too cheerfully, as she poured curry on her rice. “We should order more.”

“What is it with you and food? Can’t you just conjure it?” I asked.

“Conjured food never tastes right. There’s always something missing. Now, I saw a menu for Greek?” 

For an all-powerful jinn who was about to change my world, she certainly seemed to be costing me more than she earned. As I walked toward the fridge to grab the takeout menu, I pulled out my wallet and stared at the last few dollars I had. Well, it would be worth it. 

“This is a computer game?” Lily asked, poking at my screen. 

I smacked her finger away, growling. “Stop that. You’re going to leave prints.”

“One, owww!” Lily waved her hand. “Two, I don’t leave prints. This body isn’t exactly corporeal like yours.”

“Still. Don’t touch the screen. And yes, this is a computer version of the games we’ve been talking about. This is a single-player game where you control a party. It’s a bit dated these days, but it’s quite fun,” I explained. “This is my saved game, which lets me start from where I left off. Character creation is done, and this is my inventory…”

 

***

 

“No skills?”

“Too complicated. I’d have to either give you all or nothing. What would we use as a basis? All these systems are too broad; unless you want to end up forgetting how to swim simply because your athletics are zero. I mean, who designs these things? Swimming, gymnastics, hurdling, and sprinting all under the same skill?” Lily clicked around my computer screen.

“Can’t you just give me a low rating for a bunch of skills I should know?”

“No. You can’t handle it.” Lily waved her hands, fluttering her fingers apart. “A point in, say, science might do that. Or we could get granular and then realize we forgot some important skill like typing. You wouldn’t be able to use this computer of yours because you’ll automatically fail every attempt.”

“Ugh… okay.”

 

***

 

“Perks?”

“My ring might consider that cheating.” Lily rubbed her chin. “I could do weaknesses.”

“Hard no.”

Lily giggled at my reaction, flipping to the next page in the book while she stabbed a portion of tiramisu. “Equipment’s out, same as perks.”

“Well, shit.” I rubbed my temples, staring into space. “Way I see this, all I’m getting is the ability to use magic at a gradated level.”

“All?”

“Fine, fine. It’s a lot,” I said, waving my hands at her. I knew it was a lot. It was more than I’d had a day ago. And yet, I felt cheated. My eyes burned, and my heart ached, exhaustion finally kicking my doors down.

“Damn right it’s a lot. If we do this right, you might be the first archmagi I’ve ever been able to create with my wishes,” Lily said. “You need to rest.”

“Yeah… yeah.” I glanced at the single bed in the apartment. “Do you… I mean, well…”

“I’ll rest in my ring if I need to,” Lily said, waving me to bed. 

I nodded numbly, lying back down. As I drifted off to sleep, I wondered if leaving an unbound magical being—that some might consider evil—to run around unchecked and alone was a good idea. As I rolled onto my side, I stared blearily at the raven-haired jinn who was idly chewing on a strand of hair, brows furrowed in concentration as she clicked away on her mouse, killing cows and picking up loot.

 

***

 

Light streamed in from the single basement window when I slowly woke up. The continuous click, click, click of a mouse, the occasional stab of a keyboard key, and a repetitive fantasy soundtrack punctuated the silence, making me think I was back in my college dorm with Wynn. That man had been obsessed with his 4X games. I rolled over to tell him to lower the damn volume, and I spotted discarded food containers, a pair of unwashed glasses with the last of my orange juice in them, and a stack of books. However, instead of an overweight gamer with bad hygiene, I saw a toned and very feminine body hunched over my laptop with a face that could have graced a celebrity magazine.

“Have you been up all night?” I muttered as I swung my feet over the edge of the bed. Daylight hit my eyes, and I automatically twitched my head to the side—hiding in the shadows—and corrected myself. “Day.”

“Yes. I’m level forty-seven now. Just took the portal back to town. My inventory’s full—”

“You know, you were supposed to be doing research.” 

“This is research. And you need a bath,” Lily said, sniffing.

“Me? You—” Well, if she didn’t leave fingerprints, who said she sweated or had any of the other grody side effects of having a physical body? Surreptitiously, I sniffed myself and wrinkled my nose. Well, she had a point.

A quick shower later, I was standing over my coffee pot as I contemplated the remnants of my kitchen. What should have lasted me a week had been consumed overnight, leaving me with two slices of bread and the jam to go with it. As I made my meager breakfast, I said, “Did you learn anything?”

“A lot. I like these computer games better than your tabletop ones. No skills, character creation is simplified, no need to create backstory or hooks for your GM… experience is received from quests that are clearly defined, and development of abilities is clear,” Lily said, never looking up. “I think we can work with this. I can even give you all these bars, but they’d be estimations. So, something like health wouldn’t be reality. You could still die from smacking your head too hard.”

“Really? Do you think we’re ready?” I sat next to her and placed my sandwich on the table beside me. Without even looking away from the computer, she snagged half of my sandwich.

“Sure. Sure… hey, how do you pass into the level forty-seven boss chamber?”

“Ah…” I squinted, staring at the game and racking my brain. “Eh… check the Internet for a guide.”

“Guide,” Lily said, slowly and carefully. 

I reached over and paused her game, then tabbed over to a browser. In a few seconds, I had a guide open. Before I could even scroll down, the laptop was snatched back, and Lily perused the level. 

“Ooh… I missed this portion entirely.”

I coughed into my hand, dragging her attention back to me. “My wish?”

“Sure, sure. No character creation, no skills, magic and knowledge that’s gradated by levels, and level-appropriate quests so you don’t die fighting a dragon on your first day,” Lily said distractedly as she chewed on her hair. “I wonder what I missed earlier…”

Oh, hell. She was a completist. I rubbed my eyes. “And the ability to add patches if we realize we missed something.”

“Patches. Right. Right. Sure. That your wish?” 

“Yes, I just—”

“Great!” Her hand raised and waved at me before I could finish my sentence… and then pain. 

My nerves felt like molten fire had been poured along them, my entire body gone rigid as muscles locked. I tasted blood after I accidentally bit my tongue, its copper taste and blueberry jam mixing in my mouth. A moment later, an ice pick slammed into my brain, and the world shimmered and distorted in my vision. Light shifted and broke apart, and through my screams, I heard a bell chiming before a new wave of pain hit me. My existence became the pain, the twisting in my bones and nerves before I finally fell and passed out. 

 

***

 

When I woke up, I found the raven-haired jinn leaning over me. She was dabbing at my face with a wet cloth that was speckled with blood. My head felt like someone had decided to use it as a punching bag, but at least the pain in my body had fallen away to a dull but constant thrum, reminiscent of a deep muscular ache. As my eyes opened, Lily offered me a pair of pills, which I gratefully took and washed down with the cup of water she proffered.

It was only after I had swallowed them that I thought to check. “What was that?”

“Pain killers. It says take one, but I figured you’d need two,” Lily said, offering me a chance to look at the bottle of naproxen. I sighed in relief, grateful for clear pharmaceutical labeling. After all, I did not want her to be grabbing my Imodium instead. “How are you doing?”

“Hurts,” I said, being careful to move ever so slowly as I peered at her. “What was all that about?”

“I made your wish come true,” Lily said, looking ever-so-slightly guilty.

“But I—” I felt a rush of anger push aside part of my pain. “I wasn’t ready…”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Lily said.

“Sorry?! You could have killed me. And we haven’t even discussed experience and leveling and quests and—” 

“I know. I know!” Lily shouted, the loud noise making me wince. She stood up and threw her hands up toward the sky. She blushed with guilt before she calmed and squatted beside me. “I’m sorry. I… got distracted.”

“Distracted? You got obsessed,” I growled, and she nodded. I slumped backward with my eyes closed and forced myself to draw another deep breath. “Tell me about what you did.”

“What we said we were going to do. I opened your arcane pathways and inserted the basics of magic into your mind. I have my own spells that will record your progress, and when you’re ready, I’ll level you up, and you’ll get your next dose of knowledge.”

“About that.”

“What?”

“Leveling up. How do I get experience?” I frowned as I slowly sat up. “I mean, I don’t want to go out killing things if I don’t have to, and—”

“Leveling is just an abstraction of your growth and development as a mage. You gain experience by practicing your magic or studying. Though…” At my pointed stare, Lily continued. “High-stress situations are extremely strong methods of acquiring knowledge. It’s not just about sitting in your tower all day, reading books. The way we’ve set it up, you’d likely learn more this way too.”

I grunted. “So, questing.”

“Definitely,” Lily said. “Don’t worry though. I’ll make sure they’re level appropriate.”

“There’s a lot of you in this conversation,” I said suspiciously, and Lily flashed me an innocent smile, even going so far as to flutter her eyelashes at me. “Lily…”

“Well, someone has to be your class trainer and GM,” Lily said. 

I stared at the raven-haired beauty for a time as a thought worked its way through my throbbing head. “What normally happens when a wish is granted? Or all three wishes?”

“Well… ummm…” Lily looked aside and then sighed. “Fine. I normally get banished into the ring whenever I’m not needed.”

“But being my GM, you’re always going to be needed,” I said, completing the thought that had wormed its way in. “So even if I make my other two wishes, you’ll still be free.”

“Not free. Just out of the ring,” Lily said seriously, pointing to the ring I had slipped onto the middle finger of my left hand. “I’m still bound to not use my powers in any meaningful way.”

I mulled the thought over for some time, Lily’s admission and the way she’d managed to get something out of this. I would have felt betrayed, but if I’d been trapped in a ring for fifty years, maybe I would have been as manipulative. In the end, it came down to trust… and the fact that she only stayed out for as long as I was alive.

“Henry?” Lily said, and I looked up to see her sitting nervously, waiting for me to speak. I frowned at that, at why an indescribably ancient being with the power to change reality was nervous. What could she have experienced in that time to create that level of fear?

“It’s fine,” I said finally. In either case, I had better things to focus on. “I can do magic now, right? How?”

“Just think about it,” Lily said unhelpfully. 

Instead of chiding her, I fell silent and focused. At first, my thoughts were distracted and jumbled as I thought about thinking about magic, but eventually, they settled down. It was at that point I realized I didn’t need to think about it as an abstract concept; it was more like moving a muscle I hadn’t used in a while. All I had to do was want to use it.

“Light!” I muttered to myself and found my hand shifting, making the arcane signs needed. 

 

Light Ball Cast

42% Synchronicity

 

The ball of light that flowed out of my palm was weak and cast a pale, fitful yellow light not even as strong as a sixty-watt bulb. On the other hand, it was mine.

“What was that?” I stared at where the words had been in the corner of my vision, gone now.

“The user interface I built in. It’ll give you information about your magic and how you’re doing,” Lily said, smirking.

“And synchronicity?” Even as I asked, the answer was popping into mind. 

Still, Lily felt the need to answer me. “As you know, magic can be cast in many ways, just like a painting can be painted with different colors. The one you’ve learned is older, more direct. At its earliest stages, it requires a mental and physical component—”

“The closer I synchronize both mental and physical actions, the more powerful the spell,” I said, finishing for her. “And at later stages, I won’t even need the physical actions.”

“Correct.” Lily smiled at me even as I began to add to the single floating ball. Each time a new ball was conjured, the same message would appear, telling me of my progress. After my initial cast, most sat around the 60 percent region, bouncing higher and lower as I practiced.

When nearly two dozen light balls had appeared, the first one finally flickered and died. As I reached toward the sky to cast the spell again, a blue bar appeared in the top of my vision, already mostly empty. “Is that my mana bar?”

“Close enough,” Lily said before she put a hand on my arm. It was the first time we had actually touched, and I found her flesh smooth and surprisingly warm. Warm like a roll of bread freshly drawn from the oven, a comforting heat that traveled down my arm. “You should stop now. Mana, the arcane energy you wield, should never be fully depleted. The arcane powers you, your life force, and soul. Always make sure to leave a little behind.”
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