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Chapter 1:
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Outside, they're waiting. Thousands of them, just beyond the balcony. The drapes are thick and block the noonday sun, but still I can hear them. I can smell them; soldiers create quite a stink if you group them all together, and my perch here in this castle is downwind. 

I look again at the words written down for me. I'm not drawn to this kind of performance. My wives, they want me to give this raucous speech to rally the troops. They're the ones who put it together. 

I ask them—what does it even matter if I rally them? They're all zealots. Aren't I god to them?

But then she, or she, or she drips and drapes and strokes and croons and I forget what I was talking about and agree to whatever they suggest because each of my wives is hotter than an exploding sun.

But, like I said, the soldiers outside are zealots. They can wait. I want to get my thoughts straight. Every day I spend in this position, with these women whispering in my ear, I feel myself losing touch with my past. 

And I think, for some reason—perhaps for no better reason than it's why I'm here now—of rolling the dice.  

When I was fresh out of high school, eighteen and full of piss and vinegar, I was ready to change the world. 

All the cool kids in my small town hung out in the parking lot outside of a local Italian restaurant that was catty-cornered to a defunct Checkers chain. They would smoke cigarettes, sneak alcoholic drinks in conspicuous flasks, and talk about whatever it is cool kids talk about. 

Not doing homework, I guess? 

I had pumped myself up for weeks. I could do it; I could do anything. I could hang out with them. The social orders we had put together were stupid and served no one. Cliques were dead because high school was done.

This is the kind of fiction I wanted to sell to an unwilling audience. No wonder my girls have to write speeches for me. 

I strutted to Percy Howard and his girlfriend, Suzy Engles, who I was already friendly with because of our seating proximity during English.

Percy looked at me with anticipatory derision. "What are you doing here, Norton?"

The affectation that all high schoolers share for calling people by their last name has always been strange to me. It's a way to push people aside, to make it easier to treat them poorly. But it didn't matter. I had the secret weapon to end all secret weapons to strike through their prepared ostracizations. 

"You guys want any booze?"

Of course they did, and I had plenty to go around. I had a fake ID and a shopping bag full of vodka and mixers. We had one drink, and then we had a few more. I was greasing the wheels of my social elevator, and it was going up.

It was all going well, and then I stepped on the ankle of Mason Bolyard's girlfriend as she was getting out of her car. 

Just one of those awkward moments where you're trying to get out of the way but it all goes wrong? Like that. 

Mason was a born bully. I'd run into him before. I'd been warned to stay away from his entire life. 

He believed in teaching lessons about this kind of thing. A big guy, a weightlifter, and taught me a lesson by cracking my foot with a tire iron. 

So, that sucked.

Between wearing a boot and doing therapy, I didn't walk right for a year. Still can't really run well without my ankle seizing up. 

It was when I was incapacitated like this that I decided to get serious about Dungeon League. That's when my obsession with hot rolling started. And that is, through the strange and often inauspicious hallway of fate, how it is that I've ended up here, at this desk, with an army outside who live to carry my name with every breath. 

I still remember the way his girl Madison laughed as Mason snapped my bones. She was thrilled. The flushed intensity on that beautiful face, how her cheekbones shined and her eyes sparkled during this spiking moment of my own devastation. 

I'd had a crush on her—everyone had a crush on her—and she had always been nice to me in Economics. I guess that was only because I let her cheat on my tests and quizzes. Now that we were done, she had no use for me—just happy to show off the power of her man. 

You'd think that would have been the end of my crush. Instead, it just magnified. I think only meeting Rose really stopped it, and even then, the fantasies never stopped. 

Madison's face, arrogant and blood-flushed, high on violence and the thought of her boyfriend's strength never truly left my brain.

The cops came, asked me questions for like a day and a half, and eventually Mason was charged and then the charges were dropped. Mason's dad was important in town, and a small lawyer in a sharp brown suit dropped by my hospital room to threaten me into not making any more trouble. 

Maybe someone else would get mad. It certainly wasn't fair; it wasn't justice. But if I'm honest, I don't think I ever cared about that. I didn't want the power that Mason had to not exist; I just wanted to have it instead of him. 

In this way, one long weekend changed my life completely. Maybe you've experienced something similar. A few short moments or days alter the entirety of what you are forever after. We like to think, sometimes, that we're time travelers. If we can just ruminate or reminiscence hard enough, it will have all gone differently. 

But all we have is the moment and our choices in it. 

So it's both odd and apt, thinking of this grand humiliation as a point of comparison for what has happened to me now as I make this record: a retelling of how, during a different astonishingly busy long weekend, I floundered and fudged my way onto the throne of reality and became the owner of a cosmically-hot harem of evil women. 
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[image: ]




“Down the stairwell, and through the massive stone double-doors, you find yourself on a precipice above an enormous, abandoned underground city. The Sunken City, Xeobos. Your torches flicker from a wind you can’t source. There is the smell of death, old death. You know that there is, somewhere here, a veritable mountain of corpses. The corpses of adventurers just like you, and of course the denizens of the city that weren’t able to make it out in time before the catastrophe, including the rich gentry and all the members of the Pallid Court.

“That means a terrible threat lurks here, of course, to have killed so many. But it also means riches for you, should you make it out alive.”

A murmur of anticipation goes up around the table from the other three members of my impromptu party. They lean forward, smiling, adjusting their notes, handling their dice. Before us is a well-terrained layout of an underground city, positioned with surgical precision. The four expertly-painted miniatures representing our characters stand behind some of this terrain in one corner of a large table-sized neoprene mat, awaiting action. 

I am alone in my lack of excitement, which is nothing new for me in this situation. 

I don’t want to be a kill joy, but I already know how this ends. Our game master, Maddy, continues—either she doesn’t notice or doesn’t care about my disinterest. I wouldn’t blame her either way: hot girls like her tend not to notice guys like me in the first place, and who has it in them to care about someone who’s bored?

“As you peer over the precipice to examine your new surroundings, you see the vastness of the city before you. Enormous cathedrals for different deities, gods you know and gods long forgotten. Gargoyles perched atop enormous flying buttresses. Great bridges criss-crossing over the city center—and while some of it has fallen into disrepair, a shocking proportion is still intact. 

“It was once a Gothic metropolis, surviving through a thousand years of war, plague, famine, crusades, and the ups and downs of a litany of monarchs before finally succumbing to the dark arts of the Eternal Sorcerer, Xanban. An incredibly reproductive fungus has moved in where bodies once where, giving the appearance, at your distance, of the city still bustling and vibrant, emitting fluorescent lights across every building. Some of the fungus even appears to be moving. Some of it...appears to be moving rapidly.”

Next to me, Sophie checks her notes. “Oh, dang, guys, I have a horticulture specialty. So if there’s some killer shrooms down there I can help out for sure.”

She’s the one who got me here on this early Thursday afternoon. After a late cancellation from their regular, she needed a warm body to fill out their party, and I’m a sucker for gorgeous nerds. I've crushed on her pretty much since I met her at work a year ago. 

She’s slender, brunette, bespectacled, and perfectly my type. She has a face that seems like it kind of should be covered in acne—nerdy and incredibly interested in everything—only it’s smooth and flawless, like the rest of her gorgeously glowing skin. 

The tight jeans and sweater she wears should be underwhelming, but on her utterly lithe body, every crevice and curve sings to me like an invitation for a long, passionate embrace. Her complexion is shiny and remarkably pale, almost like she herself is a denizen of this underground city Maddy is telling us about. 

“Yeah okay,” says Edith. “But I’ve got, I mean. I think...” she bites a lip. Her lips are very full. I have trouble not staring. “I’ve got a lot of fire magic loaded up. That helps, right? With plants?”

“Are fungi plants?” asks Sophie. “I thought they were like...fungi.”

I know the answer to this, actually. But I am doing my best not to be involved. The way I figure it, the less I contribute before I bring this all down, the better. 

“In any case,” says Camille, the leader of our party, “they’ll burn, right? Everything burns. And maybe with the special knowledge, we can make them burn a little easier?”

The light in the room catches Camille's cascading dark hair and illuminates her jaw-dropping beauty. The other girls here call her Cam, I suppose I should too. It just seems too familiar, like speaking to a queen without saying "your majesty." 

A bulky gray and black cardigan shrouds her still-obvious curves, but her delicate skin and rosy lips are impossible to hide. Underneath the cardigan is a boat-necked top that reveals the stunning array of her clavicles, prominent and shimmering even in the dingy light of this apartment. Her large, brown eyes draw me in with every spare glance she sends my way, and I can’t help but be mesmerized by her tiny nose, dusted with a smattering of freckles. 

Sophie got me here, and I’m definitely crushing on her hard, but Cam’s casual, regal bearing and elegant beauty (despite the cartoon bear on her cardigan) are impossible to ignore. She commands the attention of all of us with a confident yet soft presence. I find myself captivated by her strength and femininity; it's like she was made to be the leader.

I'd have a crush on Cam the same as I do on Sophie if I had the balls. Sophie is the kind of hot that I think I can attain in a girlfriend. 

Camille—or Cam, although god help my trembling soul if she ever asked me to call her Camille—is the type that I would kill to be with, except that she's also the type of six foot five musclebound titans with millions of dollars to toss around. The sort of girl I put on a pedestal and keep there, nice and safe where I know her incredible hotness is never going to reject me because I'm not going to go after her. It's almost shocking to me she's not a celebrity; Sophie I think told me she was a librarian? Which does not help the instant eroticization engine of my brain. 

I'm average. I think my statline would be an aggressively tens across the board, if I were in Dungeon League. 

Maybe less than that for Savvy; I've always been dense. 

My dark brown hair is a clustered mess like it always is, and I'm doing everything I can to hide the nothing-special-going-on with my body with my work khakis and a slightly-too-large polo shirt.

And it's only now, having sat down with these lovely women, that I have the presence of mind to think that I should have at least combed my hair. 

God only knows why Dungeon League attracts so many hot girls, but it does. I think it's the outfits they make during the con. But it's always been a girl's game, hugely populated with men (like me, once upon a time) who just wanted to get a social circle going and get laid. 

For now, I'm just enjoying the ride of witnessing four different beauties of such different calibers before they inevitably kick me out.

“With my specialty in horticulture," says Sophie, still buried in her notes, "it’ll be plus D6 on the damage roll.” 

She pushes up the brim of her extra-thick glasses. They're yellow. God, she’s cute.

Cam, Edith, and Maddy all whistle in appreciation. I hold in a terrible sigh. I promise I’m not bored. Seriously—I’m really not trying or wanting to take a dump on their good time.

I’m just anxious and full of foreboding. I’m going to fuck all this up regardless of I want to or not. I can't help it. It's just a matter of time.

“Okay,” says Maddy, guiding us back in. “You’re peering over the edge a little more, and you all notice a big shadow over a big portion of the city. Maybe like several houses’ worth. You look closer—the shadow is shimmering. Sliding around. And—in fact! It’s moving closer to you.” She starts speaking fast, clearly excited, and snatches up a large, twisted, monstrous miniature from beneath the table, shuttling it over the terrain and across the mat to land it right in front of us. “It’s getting larger, larger, blocking your view of the entire metropolis. Suddenly it shifts and squirms, twisting to reveal a neon purple-and-blue humanoid monstrosity inside. Twelve feet tall or more, with two sets of enormous arms, wearing a dark robe that you realize was the massive shadow you saw. This is Xanban, the Eternal Sorcerer—and he does not want you here.”

With the miniatures, she's made a neat little scene. Everything is quite well-painted. Xanban's wings have this cool neon blue cel-shaded effect that make him seem other-worldly even beyond his extra arms and imposing height. 

“Oh shit!” says Cam. “Already?”

“You have no time to activate any skills or spells that aren’t instant,” says Maddy. She looks at Edith. “I think you’re out of your instant spells from the trip down?”

“Yeah.” Edith is sheepish. “I thought—I thought I would, we would have a rest. I’m sorry, guys.”

The embarrassment looks strange on her vivacious face, and it soon turns to self-deprecating mirth. She smiles at me, infectiously, revealing two rows of perfect white teeth. I can’t help but return her brilliant grin despite myself. 

Her hair is green, but the roots are bright honey-blond, and she's obviously fashioned herself as a quirky type. Her whole outfit is almost unbearably adorable: a retro jacket and a graphic tee with a kitten playing video games completes her “off-kilter” style. 

Normally, I kind of can't stand that, but her energy is catching. It doesn't hurt that she bent over in front of me for like five minutes straight when I got here, searching in the corner of her filthy apartment for an extra set of dice.

Honestly, I'm not trying to creep on these women. They're independent, they're their own people, they're...you know, all that good stuff, I'm not a scholar. Say the right good things that a person should say; they're it and I said them. 

But Edith, this total babe, with her uncannily thick bottom, was bent over in green tights and a dark gingham skirt for like five minutes. I timed it using her taco clock on the wall. What do you want from me? She clearly does a lot of squats and lunges; I can see her weights in the other corner of the living room sitting on a repurposed bookshelf next to a worn-out exercise mat.

“I can...” Again, Sophie is buried in her notes. “I can activate my wand of warding?”

“That’s an action,” says Cam. “What if—hey, Shardez. Don’t you have an instant attack?”

It takes me a minute to realize they’re talking to me. I didn’t pick the name Shardez; I’m filling in for their regular player, out with the flu. 

“I...” I shrug. “I don’t know.”

“Would you check?” Cam is insistent, calm. I’d even call her understanding—cool under pressure. She knows I’d have no real reason to know. 

Except I do know. I know this game in and out. And I know I have an instant attack. And I really, really don’t want to use it. If I can just play dumb long enough, maybe they'll forget...

“You totally do.” Sophie leans over into the notes she prepared for me. Her arm slides across mine and I feel that uncomfortable-but-comfortable jolt of contact from a crush. “See?”

Her finger is slender like the rest of her. There are so many things I would love to see it wrapped around. 

She’s right, though. 

“Okay,” I say, pretending to catch up. “Yeah. I have an instant attack. And, I guess we’re all surprised, right?”

A sort of switch flips in my head, at last. If I’m going to do this, I figure, I better do it right. 

I wish I didn’t have all these traits to make this attack better, but I didn’t set up the character. Shardez is a warrior—a pretty run-of-the-mill character—made for sudden flurries of explosive damage.

“Right.”

“Okay. So I have this trait, Courage Under Fire, that lets me attack twice if surprised.”

Maddy smirks. She’s not worried. “No problem.”

“And he’s...how far away is he?”

She consults the miniatures with a ruler and then says, “He is ten feet away.”

“So I’m going to also use—I mean, do you think that’s far away enough for a ranged attack?”

“We can say it is, sure.” 

Again, she’s not worried. 

“Right, then I’m going to use Whirlwind of Force, which lets me toss in another axe at him, so on a successful hit, I’m going to hit him for another D12 damage.”

Maddy raises her eyebrows just for a moment and then smiles. It’s such a great smile. Blond, busty, athletic, and confident, she’s just really fucking hot. The classical pretty girl; she reminds me of the kind of haughty love interest for an asshole in a 1980s movie about preppy jerks. 

I get the feeling she comes from money. The delicate jeweled collar around her neck; the high-society blouse she's wearing with its ebony buttons and slightly-ruffled shoulders. I probably would have been staring at her pencil-skirted legs and ass when I got here if Edith hadn't still been bent over in the corner while Sophie tried to chat to me about work. 

God. If I were a real member of this party, I’d come every week just to have someone as good looking as Maddy wrapped up in attention on me for a little while.

Again, it is not lost on me—at all—how profoundly lucky I am to be in the company of these women. Single women, as far as I can tell. It feels like a big joke, like the walls are going to collapse soon with cameras behind them to reveal how I'm just a punchline to them. A more confidant man might be lining up phone numbers; I'm just waiting to be mocked—either by them or by reality.

Anyway. Maddy’s not impressed with my game knowledge.

“Anything else?”

She's challenging me. She seems too cocky, even despite this guy clearly being a dungeon boss. 

“I'd like to roll for Savvy.”

“What are you looking for?”

“The source of his power. Is it him, on him, somewhere else?”

Everything requires a symbol. This is a law of the universe in Dungeon League; all power is represented by something, even if it is the person wielding it, otherwise it can't exist at all. 

“There's no roll needed, unless you'd really like. You can see his amulet blazing, and you have enough knowledge from your time in the tavern—we did that last session, sorry—to know that it is the Amulet of the First Lich.”

“Right.” I nod. “I'll target that, then.”

“I’ll let you know,” she says, “You’ll need a nat twenty to even hit Xanban at all. The same for his amulet.”

“Sorry,” Cam leans toward me. “She means you’ll have to roll a twenty on the die naturally, without any modifiers.”

Her proximity sends my heart racing. The air between us feels like it softens; I don't understand how she exists in real life. Women as perfect as her are supposed to be photoshopped or AI-generated or something.

“Thanks,” I say. “I uh...I know what it means.”

I pick up both D20 and ready myself to roll. They’ve got a little box in the middle of the table for it where everyone can see. For a moment, I just feel the dice in my palm, slipping them against my fingers this way and that. They all see me hesitating.

“Don’t worry,” Cam says to me quietly. “We’re definitely losing this fight. I feel like Xanban is going to transport us to a dungeon or something and we’ll fight our way out.”

“You don’t know that!” Maddy pretends to be offended. “Xanban is Eternal and his ways are myriad. He loathes intruders. A wealth of atrocities await you for the crime of your intrusion.”

“She wouldn’t kill us this early,” Sophie says, even quieter than Cam. “Go ahead. It’ll be fine.”

I sigh, and for the first time I think they all see how dreadfully disappointed I am about being here at all. The thought occurs to me—pure blind hope—that maybe this time will be different. 

It’s been so long. How many days since I’ve even felt dice in my hands? Maybe it’s worn off. Maybe I forgot. Maybe I can’t even do it anymore.

Then I roll.

I know what it is before it even stops; every last bounce and turn of the two dice is understood to me like my own reflection.

“That’s...” Edith laughs. 

Sophie and Cam both cheer, their hands up in the air. Maddy is in shock. 

“That’s two nat twenties,” says Maddy. “Roll for damage, wow. Wow.”

“So when I crit, that adds a vulnerability debuff, so it's going to be double damage.”

Maddy nods, grabbing a calculator. “Okay...”

“And I’m using my once-per-day Massive Offense ability,” I say quickly. 

Again, if we're going to do this, let's do this. I roll both D20s again, plus the two D8s.

“Unreal!” Maddy stands up. “What? No. What?”

Sophie and Edith lean into each other, jaws open. 

“What?”

Two more natural twenties on the board, and two eights on the D8s. 

I put my face in my hand just a bit. I'm blushing. “So that’s also double damage—”

“—Because of the Massive Offense,” finishes Maddy. “Which...stacks with the vulnerability debuff...”

“And it ignores armor because it’s my first crit this combat.”

“Right...” Maddy laughs in disbelief. “...right. Um...”

She checks her notes; shaking her head the whole time. After a moment, not bringing her eyes up, she speaks slowly and quietly.  

“Xanban the Eternal Sorcerer's Amulet of the First Lich is annihilated. It alone was what sustained Xanban's twisted unlife. Xanban is...slain.”

Their massive campaign is over right in the middle of its second act, in the first three minutes of us playing today.

Where there was energy and anticipation, now there is a vacuum.

I really didn’t want to play this game.
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A few minutes later, as expected, Maddy is still furious. “Why is he even here?”

She's pacing in the tiny pale-pastel living room; I'm worried about the carpet. I think it was adhered with kid's craft glue, and Maddy is stomping fast and hard enough to bore a hole into granite. 

“Don’t be like that,” says Cam. “What was he supposed to do? Roll poorly?”

“He’s not supposed to roll like that! Who rolls like that? In their first encounter?”

“It’s...” Cam shrugs; it might be the prettiest shrug I've ever seen. Her top comes up just enough to show how flat and toned her midsection is. Yoga, I'm guessing. Maybe cross-fit. 

She shifts again, and I get another glimpse. 

Pilates? 

“I’m sorry," says Cam. "I know you had been planning this for forever, but look on the bright side, right? We’re in the finals now for sure.”

“Yeah, you are! I have to have games go on at least three hours to have my sheets qualified, not to mention to be paid. Xanban is a domain boss! You guys were only supposed to fight the shroom dragon tonight, or at the very least the shroom-o-taur. Xanban is a syndicated mega-boss! It’s supposed to take three teams of heroes working together like two hours to take him out! That's what you were supposed to be doing in the finals!”

I shouldn’t be overhearing this. It’s very obvious this is the kind of conversation I don’t need to know anything about. But the apartment we’re in is small, and the kitchen is right next to the living room where Maddy and Cam are whisper-shouting at each other next to the window. 

In any case, I almost certainly shouldn't be overhearing what they're saying while creeping on Sophie's unreal ass in her tight pants. She only wears them on Fridays, usually, but there's a three-and-half day holiday weekend for us this weekend so she wore them today. 

Did they help with her asking me to come here? God, you bet. Her thighs, slender and tight, move just right inside that dark denim. The more important question is did she know they would help? 

Of course, I'm here because I think she did know, and wanted them to work. 

She and Edith are standing in front of me in the kitchen nook, watching Maddy and Cam have it out. Cam is so incredibly pretty that it's enough for me to stop ogling Edith and Sophie, even with the slit on the front of Edith's short skirt and the hand-sized gap between Sophie's thighs.

Maybe I am still ogling Sophie a little. And Edith. And Maddy. And Camille. Oh god. Camille.

I mean—yes, look, okay, I'm not a complete pig, I know how these women dress and look is not about me. 

But my thoughts are about me, and I can't help but think about the way Edith's long legs must look uncovered by all that green cloth, or how Sophie might squeal if I were her man and grabbed her ass, or the way Cam would melt if she was really—

Goddamn. I am just horny as hell. What's going on with me? I feel almost like I've taken a drug. 

Trying to snap out of it, I tap Sophie on the shoulder. “I can pay her. Should I pay her?”

She rolls her eyes. “No. She’s just being dramatic. She’s a GM. It’s kind of their thing.”

“She’s rich.” Edith’s whisper-voice was as conspiratorial as the shirt on my back. Is “cognito” a word? It describes Edith perfectly. “She’s a pharmacist. You should see her place. It’s so much nicer than here.”

I look around at the curtains hanging off the wall on single-screws un-anchored into drywall, the cabinet handles replaced with sandwich ties. There's a chunky, shiny stain near her tiny pantry that looks like it might gain sentience soon. 

“Your place is...cozy.”

“Wow, thanks!” She’s not being sincere. That’s fair, neither was I. “We should play there, but she’s a stickler for the rules and parties can’t play at the GM’s house by League regulations.”

There’s a lot of League regulations I don’t know. As in, most of them enacted in the last few years. 

I know, I know; I’m out of the loop. It’s the most popular pastime in the country, you’d think I’d have some clue, but I shut myself off from all news related to the great game ages ago. 

“Well, I feel bad. I know she must have set this up for ages.”

Edith shrugs. “To tell you the truth, I wasn’t looking forward to fighting her Toughness Eighteen Shroom Bosses all night anyway.”

“Toughness Eighteen?” says Sophie. “Really?”

I'm trying to participate in the conversation, but my mind reels as I see Sophie playing with the collar of her blouse. Revealing just a bit of her collarbone, her cleavage. 

She's not looking at me, but she knows I'm looking. 

Is she seriously doing that while she knows I'm looking at her? My heart throbs. 

Edith nods seriously. “We’d be trying, you know, trying to hit on eighteen-ups all night. It would be a nightmare. I don’t think we would have even gotten to the first shop to refill our potions and stuff.”

“Yikes.” 

Sophie busies herself with putting a drink together. This is Edith’s apartment, but it’s clear Sophie is very familiar with being here. She knows where all the glasses are.

Now that the game is over, I feel an immense sense of relief. I ruined it, like I always ruin these things, but at least it was quick. I feel bad for Maddy—it’s hard not to feel bad for a beautiful woman who’s upset—but I would have felt worse to drag it out. Maybe now there’s more time to get to know Sophie better?

We work together at the Van Sant Collection; it's a museum of historical armor and weapons. Our curator isn't picky—it started mainly as a source of ancient arms, anything before the second century was particularly of interest. But extensive grant work and expansion has allowed us to really grab anything from Byzantine cannons to Persian jewel-encrusted daggers.  

My work is mostly in restoration; Sophie works in communications doing grant writing, copy writing, that kind of stuff. It's a small staff, less than thirty people, so we run into each other all the time. 

We're also both the unofficial “tech gurus” when the IT staff doesn't show up or is busy because, even with me being a little over thirty and her being in her mid-twenties, we're the youngest people there and have learned how to search for how-to articles on the internet.

I’ve been there for five years; Sophie for just about one. 

Restoration work makes it easy for me to disappear there, which is basically how I like it. I don’t want to be in the spotlight, I don’t want anyone to notice me; none of that. I can lose myself on one piece of weaponry or armor at a time; if it goes out on display, great. But I'm also just fine with the maintenance jobs. 

You ever have to clear rust off a fifteenth century buckle without hurting the structural integrity of centuries-old brass? It's a job people are kind of happy to leave you alone for; I think I get less visitors than someone working with explosives.

Even so, with all my solitude and my silent crush on her, when Sophie asked me to come over to fill in for their missing party member, of course I wanted to say no. 

I remember how all the badness happened too vividly, even years later. How I lost my friends, lost Rose.

But I'm human. I couldn't help but be flattered. It's been a while since a girl like her has even talked to me, let alone asked me to go somewhere with her. 

And I was hopeful, too. Was my reputation finally gone? That would be such a relief. The Dungeon League moves fast, and I always hoped people would forget. But given how bad it got when it did get bad, I didn't hold out much hope. 

There were memes about me; there was a petition.

Sometimes I wish I could have trained myself to work on one of the less popular games. Football, maybe. Those guys live nice quiet lives. Or boxing. 

Anything simple. Boxing matches can be done in one round. One round! And everyone’s delighted. 

If I do the same thing in Dungeon League, end it all quick, it’s...well, it’s this, isn’t it? With Maddy red-eyed in the corner and Cam talking her down off the ledge. 

Cam is good at talking with Maddy. Maddy might be the GM but it’s clear that Cam is the leader in more than just roleplaying. Maddy’s looking to her for guidance. Maybe it’s because of how tall Cam is; she’s got that natural gymnast kind of height and build. Willowy, except of course for how mind-bogglingly perfect her breasts are. I heard somewhere that the tallest person in a room is usually the leader.

Their voices are quiet after a few more minutes and Cam walks back to us in the nook.

“I think we've landed on something good so everyone's happy.”

I'd be happy just to look at Cam for a few more hours. If I had known she existed and played Dungeon League, I might have risked trying to play sooner just to be around her. She's pushed the sleeves of her cardigan up; something I can't stop looking at is how l o n g her arms are. Long, thin, and tightly muscled. Like an alien's arms, except superbly toned. 

I have to stop myself from staring and she definitely notices, and is definitely enough of a cool customer not to let it stop her.

“So the win puts us in the finalists’ column at DungeonCon tomorrow,” says Cam. “But wins this...sudden...” she eyeballs me. “...are subject to a lot of scrutiny and Maddy is stressed about the review board. So, I’ve convinced Maddy to leave her clock running,” says Cam, “and she’s agreed, if we agree to play another game of some kind where she can GM.”

“Oh, cool!” says Sophie.

“Great!” says Edith. 

Shit. 
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Chapter 4:
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“We’re going to a do a very basic run here, something to pick up in the off-season after DungeonCon, all right?”

Everyone is back at the table, nodding and agreeing. Everyone except for me. I haven't even sat down yet. 

“Hey, did you guys hear that?” I look out the window to the courtyard. The grass needs a good mow. The sun has mostly set, and it's dark out. “I think I heard gunshots.”

“Oh yeah, that's always happening.” Edith shrugs. “I wouldn't worry about it unless they're close.”

It's a bad apartment in an unwelcoming part of town and these gals clearly have their shit far too together to be spooked by loud faraway sounds; I don't know where I'm trying to go with this angle. 

“So...” Maddy continues, looking annoyed with me. “...we’ve got to make characters. I’ve never played this campaign, so, I don’t really know what advice to give you. I was just going to go straight from the book tonight. Cool?”

Again, everyone but me agrees. I'm tugging on the doorknob and making a big show about the door itself. 

“Are we sure this thing is safe?” I rap the frame with my knuckles. “You know. If someone unpleasant tried to get in.”

“Dude,” says Edith. “Chill.”

“We can't start unless you sit down,” says Cam.

“Right, but, I just want to make sure, you know, if there's an issue...”

“Max,” says Sophie, “I think it will be fine. Come and sit.”

She says my name with such compassion. I melt. Soon I’m sitting down next to them, with Maddy at the head of the table. Edith has turned the lights down low for mood. 

I want to hang my head in my hands. The mood lighting is not supposed to be romantic, but girls these hot always look romantic to a hopeless fantasist like myself, and the lighting makes it worse. And they’re all about to be so thoroughly pissed with me.  

Maddy grabs a book off of the pile that she brought with her, prepared for this eventuality. She also had extra dice for me earlier (my first attempt to bow out), and she brought three different pre-packaged meals now waiting for her in the fridge. She likes to be ready.

For a moment, she just stares at the book she grabbed. It looks a little different than the standard adventure books I’ve seen in the past, which are often spiral-bound or at least thin, with very wide and tall pages. Like thin encyclopedias. 

This one is squat, fat, and black, with thick pages that almost look like cloth. It reminds me of the Bibles I used to hand out in Sunday School. She studies it for a moment. 

“Oh this isn't...” Her fingers run up and down the surface. “Huh.”

The book cover flashes in the light. The way a cricket's carapace will change color as it moves. She flips through the pages, eyes scanning quickly—I suppose to remind herself of the premise of the campaign—she passes around blank character sheets with space for portraits, stats, perks, and other such details. 

“Huh...” She says again.

Her jaw slacks. Her fingers slide over the book in what almost looks like lust, a long shuddering breath escaping her lips. I am acutely and uncomfortably aware that, despite her bossiness, Maddy is a rather attractive woman. Her eyes close, but continue to move underneath the lids. Like she's dreaming. Her rapturous intake of breath continues and she bites her lower lip. 
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