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Book 1
A Gamer’s Wish


	 

	 


Chapter 1

	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

	-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.”

	Even as she finished, I realized my headache and the fire in my nerves had returned. In my excitement and focus, I had not noticed the growing pain. As I sat back onto the bed, Lily walked away and returned with some water for me to drink. I considered the implication of what she said and marveled at my first spell. As my head throbbed, I made a few attempts to bring my character sheet up. Status. Status screen. Character. In the end, I realized that like my magic, I just needed to actually want it with focus.

	 

	Class: Mage

	Level 1 (4% Experience)

	Known Spells: Light Ball, Force Bolt, Warmth, Chill, Chime, Breeze

	 

	It was strange, having the system and the knowledge in my mind. On one hand, these spells were hard-coded, distinct artifacts I could conjure with a thought. On the other hand, the knowledge imparted to me actually explained how they were all manifestations of a few alterations of the same formula. Light, Warmth, Chill, Chime, and Breeze were all about the alteration of energy, a conjuring and displacement of physical energy. It was like a punch—you could throw a jab, hook, uppercut, haymaker, and more, but in the end, they were mostly the same muscles used in different ways, broken up into distinct ideas for ease of use.

	In time, with more building blocks, I could probably even make my own spells. However, I needed a lot more blocks before I could even think about that. The only real disparity in my spells was Force Bolt, my only offensive spell and also my most advanced. Even thinking about the various parts that made up the spell made my head hurt—figuratively. At a guess, I’d need more practice before I understood it. On the other hand, my rental was not the place to throw around destructive magic.

	In time, the silence brought on by my thoughts—punctuated only by the clicking of the laptop after Lily returned to the computer—was broken by my stomach rumbling.

	“I wasn’t going to say anything, but your kitchen’s empty,” Lily said from behind the computer screen. “We should order more takeout.”

	“Har. Not happening.” I shook my head and stood, the pain having receded as my mana bar filled. “We blew my budget for the week already. I’m going to have to sell some of the stuff from the auction if we want to eat. Maybe that book—”

	“Your spell book? I wouldn’t recommend that,” Lily said. 

	I looked at where the book had been discarded, the book no longer mundane but glowing with a faint blue light. I picked it up and noticed the pages were filled with words and diagrams, all written in a tight cursive script that hadn’t been there before.

	“This... where did this come from?” I muttered.

	“It’s always been there. You just weren’t able to see it with your arcane sight inactive.”

	“I have arcane sight?”

	“Yes. The hidden world will be open to you now. Look at the briefcase.”

	Faded runes crisscrossed the briefcase, covering every inch of the leather. Strangely enough, I understood some of the runes now—unearned knowledge of individual parts of an alphabet—even if I did not understand the words themselves. I popped the briefcase open and stared at its contents, the wooden boxes that had been neatly replaced, the words that I now knew.

	“Were these spell components?” I pointed to the empty boxes, the ones whose contents I had thrown into the garbage.

	“Yes. You know, we could sell some of those for good money. The squid eggs themselves would be worth a lot to the right alchemist,” Lily said.

	“Won’t they have dried out?” I frowned and then stopped as knowledge of the runes flowed into my mind. “Preservation runes. But won’t I need them?”

	“Not at all. Those are for hedge mages. They need the components to jumpstart their spells. The magic you know bypasses that.”

	“Huh. Cool,” I said as I put the book and the rest of the boxes away. Well, I didn’t know any alchemists, so selling the spell components was pointless. Instead, I pushed the briefcase aside and proceeded to bundle a bunch of clothing together before I tossed it into a garbage bag. “Okay, time to go.”

	“Where are we going?” Lily said, suddenly looking excited.

	“Nora’s. Now, come on.”

	 


Chapter 3

	I squinted slightly as I walked into the sunlight, my eyes adjusting to the brightness. Midsummer, we had a ton of time before the sun set, but not so much before Nora’s was closed. Beside me, Lily looked around with wide eyes as she took in the city. In the distance, skyscrapers reached for space, metal fingers stabbing into the bottom of the blue sky. Cars drove past, sharing space with bicycles and motorcycles, the constant rumble of the city assaulting our ears. As I moved to step forward, Lily grabbed my arm, holding me back as she continued to take in the changed world.

	“Sorry. Just a lot to take in,” Lily muttered, and I nodded.

	The same for me as well. I realized the world had changed a little since I had last come outside. A small apartment building glowed with arcane runes, and farther down the road, gargoyles that were once decorative moved as they looked at us. As a pedestrian strode pass me, my jaw dropped when I realized she was a lizardwoman, scales running along her face and along her wide body. Down the street, a humanoid dog creature scurried down the street followed by its larger, fur-covered handler. “What is all this?”

	“The hidden world,” Lily said. “Your sight is letting you see what was there before, hidden by glamours and spells.”

	“How do I turn it off?” I muttered, shaking my head. “I mean, how do I know what they’re trying to show me?”

	“Let your eyes unfocus a bit, look slightly away from them. Use your peripheral vision,” Lily coached, and I focused on the dog creature and his handler. I struggled for a few seconds before I learned the trick, unfocusing my eyes to see the glamour. For a second, I saw what they were showing the world—a child and his father—rather than what they were. 

	“Huh,” I said. I turned to Lily, but the raven-haired jinn looked the same no matter how I squinted, unfocused my eyes, or looked away. I only stopped when I realized that passersby were giving me strange looks and starting to walk wide around us.

	“Don’t bother. You can’t break through my glamor yet, though you’ll get better with practice and higher levels,” Lily explained. 

	I turned away from her then to practice further. Lily nudged me, and I turned away from the eight-foot-tall giant I had been staring at and started the thirty-minute walk to Nora’s, my bag slung over my shoulder. 

	 

	***

	 

	The walk to Nora’s took longer than normal, and I had to switch the bag in my hand a couple of times. Both Lily and I stared about us as we walked, the jinn asking questions about the modern world and I about the hidden. Smartphones, elves, earbuds, and alchemical potions—all were queried and explained. At the end of the walk, I wasn’t sure who was more awe-filled.

	I stood outside the used consignment shop and noticed a series of runic carvings along the door, glowing with the light blue that I’d come to recognize as an active enchantment, that curled around the simple sign saying “Nora’s.” I unfocused my eyes for a moment and saw the plain old store I had visited dozens of times. For a moment, I hesitated, but in the end, I stepped in. I needed the money.

	“El?” I called as I stepped in, the bell ringing as the door swung open.

	“Hey, Henry…” El’s voice trailed off as a person looked at me, her eyes wide. 

	A second later, as Lily stepped into the store and passed the runes, the entire room glowed red. The shop woman’s eyes narrowed, focused on the raven-haired jinn.

	“Who are you?” I stared at the person who had El’s voice. Gone was the friendly five-foot, black-haired, and slightly dumpy shopkeeper, and instead, a slim, flame-red-haired beauty with long, pointed ears stood in her place. As I unfocused my eyes, I realized that this was El, as she truly was. “El…?”

	“You became a wizard,” El said, her tone disappointed. “Did you use her to do it? Did you make a deal with one of them?”

	“What are you?” I said, shaking my head and ignoring her questions.

	“Pixie. She’s a pixie,” Lily said, sauntering to the counter and leaning on it. The jinn let her gaze wander around the shop, eyeing the runic enchantments that lined the walls and the glowing glass cases that were always locked. “And this is not just a used clothing store.”

	“What do you want, demon?” El’s hand came out from under the counter, carrying a wand. Even inexperienced as I was, I could guess it wasn’t for turning pumpkins into coaches. Though she might try turning Lily into a rat.

	“Nothing. I’m just along for the ride,” Lily said, and El growled as she lifted the wand.

	“Not that kind of ride!” I hastily added and stepped forward. “And Lily’s no demon. She’s a jinn. And I didn’t make a deal. I made a wish.”

	“Toe-may-toe, toh-mah-toh,” El said. Still, the words I’d said seemed to calm El down slightly, her gaze straying to my hand, where the ring rested. “Wishes with a jinn never go well.”

	“El, all I’m looking for is to sell some clothes. I didn’t expect…” I waved my hands to encompass everything. 

	“Henry, you’re a nice boy. So, here’s a piece of advice. If you’ve got a wish left, wish for things to go back to the way they were before,” El said.

	“Actually, that’s a horrible wish,” Lily cut in, shaking her head. “Altering time is impossible, so I’d have to take away your gifts without taking away all the knowledge you have.”

	El frowned as she stared at Lily while I dropped the clothing bag on the counter. I coughed and drew her attention back to me. “Look, El, I really need your help. Ms. Never-Ending Stomach here ate through all my food and blew my budget. She even found my three-year-old cans of Spam.”

	“How long have you been living with her?” El said, her head tilted to the side.

	“Ummm… a day and a half?” I sighed. “Come on, El, you know I don’t bring junk.”

	“Henry,” El sighed and waved at the clothes. “Have you ever looked at the prices I sell the clothes you bring me?”

	“Noooo.”

	“I barely make any money on the clothing I sell. The entire used clothing side is a sham, a front,” El said and waved a hand to the glass cases. “That’s where I make my money.”

	“Okay. That’s fine, but…” I pointed to the clothing. “Can’t you take it as usual?”

	“No. Because you’re in my world now,” El insisted, and I grunted, deflating.

	“Fine.” I started packing the bag again. Second Chance was a bus ride away and would probably only take a third of my inventory, but at least we’d have enough for dinner. “What do you sell anyway?”

	“Spell and runic components,” El said.

	I choked, staring at the diminutive pixie. As casually as I could, I added, “And do you buy those too?”

	El laughed, nodding her head. “Of course. But the careful sorting and care for spell components is a skill. Capturing the first breath of sunlight, containing the sap of a necrotic beetle, it’s not something you can just do.”

	Lily beside me just grinned, and I finished stuffing the clothes away. 

	“Right. Right. Thank you, El. See you soon.”

	Outside the door, I turned to Lily, who chuckled quietly beside me. After a few yards, Lily asked, “Isn’t the basement the other way?”

	“Yes. But I’ve still got a bag of clothing to get rid of,” I replied, hefting it.

	“You do know that a single spell component is worth more than ten of those bags of used clothing?” Lily said.

	“How would you know?” I shot back. “You’ve been stuck in a ring.”

	“I was looking at the clothing,” Lily said. “And even at full price, a spell component is worth ten bags. At least.”

	“Whatever. I still have to get rid of this.” I hefted the bag. “Waste not, want not.”

	 

	***

	 

	It was nearly late evening before we found ourselves back at El’s door. The titular Nora was, of course, not around, but El was still inside, finishing up for the day. I frowned—tempted to not knock—but decided to do so anyway. It had been a long, long day already, and I just wanted this done. Beside me, Lily was eating a shawarma, her foot tapping on the ground impatiently.

	“We really should be home,” Lily said. “You’re not really ready for nighttime yet.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered and knocked again. 

	El finally opened the door, glaring at the pair of us. “What do you want?”

	“I might have something you want,” I said.

	“Henry—” 

	I shook my head. “Not clothes,” I replied immediately. I quickly glanced around, then reached into my jacket and pulled out one of the rune-covered boxes. “A spell component.”

	“Where did you—?” El clamped her mouth shut. “Fine. Come in.”

	A few minutes later, we were hunched over a table in the back of the shop, in a room I had never seen before. In the center of the table, the opened enchanted box dominated our conversation, El lifting and placing aside small green crystals with a tweezer, inspecting each piece as it came out.

	“Where did you get this?” El muttered, shaking her head. “I haven’t seen quality like this in years.”

	“So, you can give us a good price?” I said, almost bouncing with anticipation.

	“Definitely,” El said and then clamped her lips shut, a look of frustration flickering on her face. “Damn it, Henry. I’ve been buying clothing from you too much.”

	I chuckled and sat back while she carefully stored them away in a glass container of her own. Once she had finished, she weighed the container before turning back to me. “Would you sell the box too?”

	Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Lily shake her head no, but I did not require her advice on that. I had no intention of selling the boxes and told El as much. The pixie ran a hand through her red hair before she pushed the pad forward, showing me her offer.

	“Whoa…” My jaw dropped a bit, staring at the price. Ten times what I had earned this was not. Obviously, Lily’s time in the ring had seen more changes than the jinn had expected.

	“I take it this is agreeable,” El said with a smirk, and I could only nod dumbly.

	 

	***

	 

	Outside Nora’s, lighter one spell component and a newly counted wad of cash stuffed in my pocket, I turned and started the walk back to my basement apartment. Lily fell in beside me, eyeing shops with interest and muttering about supper. It was no surprise I never saw the hand that reached out of the alleyway and yanked me in, dazed by the new hidden world and my newfound wealth.

	A large, green, and rough hand gripped me and dragged me deep into the alleyway, holding me by my jacket as I scrabbled at it, trying to make it release me. In the dark, my attacker slammed me into the wall once and then again, sending stars dancing in my eyes while a second hand pinned my right hand to the wall. 

	“Give me what you bought, Wizard,” snarled the green, tusked face inches from mine. To punctuate his words, the orc squeezed my neck, making me choke. 

	I slapped at his hand ineffectually with my left hand, stars still dancing in my eyes. The repeated blows and lack of oxygen made my eyes unfocus, and for a moment, I saw the hulking skinhead that he showed the rest of the world.

	“You know, he can’t answer you if he can’t breathe,” Lily said. 

	The orc blinked, turning to stare at the jinn who was standing and watching us indifferently. Beside her, a pair of his associates floated in the air, their limbs failing to find purchase.

	“You’re a wizard too!” the orc growled, yellow eyes narrowing. 

	He reached a hand backward but stopped when Lily tsked.

	“No, no. I’m not your target. He is,” Lily said, pointing to me. “Now, this is a decent random encounter but not level appropriate with all three of you, so I’m taking your friends out of the equation. You, Henry will have to deal with. Isn’t that right, Henry?”

	I didn’t get in fights as a matter of course. That being said, it didn’t mean I hadn’t been in fights before. One of the main rules: don’t get distracted, and if your opponent does, capitalize. A raggedly drawn breath gave me enough clarity to focus and cast my only offensive spell with my free hand. I swirled my hand, fingers dancing, before I jabbed it into his chest, the glowing ball of force smashing into my mugger’s short ribs.

	 

	Force Bolt Cast

	Synchronicity 41%

	 

	Force Bolt does 9 damage to Orc Mugger.

	 

	The surprise attack cracked bone and forced the orc to exhale a surprisingly minty breath into my face, and he reflexively released my neck. Now on my knees, I tackled the orc even though he was clearly heavier than me, my shoulder striking his broken ribs and driving the monster back. Reflexive motion made him hunch over, which gave me the perfect setup for an elbow to his chin. I pushed away from him, giving myself space as I shook my arm out, elbow aching from the strike.

	“You know, you’re a mage now,” Lily said casually. “No experience for slugging it out.”

	I growled in response and then coughed, choking from the newly formed bruises on my neck. The orc stood up, rubbing his chin, a glimmer of respect in his eyes. 

	“A wizard with some physical skill,” the orc said, his voice a low growl. He flicked a glance to Lily, who waved her hand for him to continue. “This might just be interesting.”

	“Yeah… no,” I said, my right hand darting and twisting as I formed another Force Bolt. Before I could finish, the orc charged me, which forced me to dance backward and interrupt the spell. I twisted and turned as my mugger refused to give me time to finish it. Again and again, I would start the spell before I found it interrupted.

	“You’re going to have to learn to cast under pressure,” Lily coached from the sidelines. A thrown knife from one of the other orcs hung suspended in midair, stopped the moment it had been released from his hand, its target Lily. “Don’t let his attacks distract you. The spell is the most important thing.”

	A fist glanced off my jaw and sent me sprawling to the ground. The orc dashed forward, but I raised my feet high, holding the creature off with my feet. As the monster tried to get to me, I started casting Force Bolt again even as my head throbbed. Two seconds was all the time I would need. Even as the orc finally pushed my legs aside, I finally completed the spell and sent it hammering into the monster.

	 

	Force Bolt Cast

	Synchronicity 53%

	 

	Force Bolt does 10 damage to Orc Mugger.

	 

	On my back, feet up in the air, I formed the next spell, which the mugger dodged. Two more spells followed, cast from my back, only one of which hit. My head continued to throb. The pain grew, and I spared a glance upward to note that my mana was nearly gone. All those failed attempts had required mana even if I hadn’t completed them. 

	The orc, arm clutched where it had taken the blunt of the last spell, growled at me. I had heard the crack of another broken bone, but he was still on his feet. Still, the mugger did not attempt to rush me anymore, and I slowly stood up, keeping a distance from it.

	“We done?” I asked, trying to keep my voice confident.

	“Wizard, I am disappointed. You have some skill. Why do you refuse to fight honorably?” The orc growled and eyed me warily.

	“Got to level up.”

	“You speak strangely even for a wizard.”

	“Yeah, yeah. We continuing this, or are we done?” I growled, my hand raised as I bluffed the monster.

	“We are done if you will have it so, Wizard.”

	“Go.”

	“I am Ulrik of the Yellow Eyes,” the orc said. “You shall not be as fortunate in our next encounter.”

	I waved Ulrik away, and Lily let the pair of orcs drop. The trio scrambled off as they eyed the jinn warily. In moments, Lily and I were alone in the alleyway. 

	“Thanks for all the help,” I grumbled at her.

	“You need to level up. I made sure it was level appropriate,” Lily said unapologetically. “That technique was less than orthodox. Effective though.”

	“So, did I get experience for that, or did I need to kill him?” I asked as I leaned against the wall and held my hand to my throbbing head. 

	“What did I say about experience? It’s about learning and growing your magical strength, not your ability to kill monsters. Look at your sheet.”

	 

	Class: Mage

	Level 1 (48% Experience)

	Known Spells: Light Ball, Force Bolt, Warmth, Chill, Chime, Breeze

	 

	“All that from one fight?” I said as I stared at the updated sheet.

	“No. You gained some experience while walking around with your arcane sight today. But a lot of it did come from the fight.” 

	I slowly nodded, somewhat mollified. Although I was bruised, headache or not, the random encounter had been worth it. “Fine.”

	“So, I’ve got an important question,” Lily said, smiling as she walked forward. “Is that Ethiopian restaurant any good?”

	 


Chapter 4

	The answer to that important question was no. Very much no. That did not stop Lily from finishing it all while she hogged my computer. Funnily enough, I did not mind it as much as I spent my time poring over the spell book I had acquired. Most of it was unintelligible, series of arcane words and concepts that I had no basis of understanding, but some of it made sense. It was like reading a post-graduate textbook on physics and only having a grade-school education. Still, I persisted.

	As I sat reading, I realized my mana was recharging, albeit slowly. Too slowly for my liking. “Lily, is there a way to recharge mana faster?”

	“Of course. Certain tonics, foods, and alchemical potions are the most common. Staying in ley lines or nodes will help,” Lily said, not bothering to look up. “Meditating, of course.”

	I nodded slowly and closed the book. Well, okay then. We might not have given me any skills, but grade-school lessons on mindfulness might still help. As I crossed my legs on the bed, I slowed my breathing and tried to clear my mind. Not surprisingly, it was a lot harder than the last few times I had done this. The last days had been somewhat hectic—a jinn, magic, a hidden world, and an old friend not being who I’d thought she was. And then, the first fight I’d been part of for years.

	In time, I found my thoughts slowing, relaxing. My eyes closed, my breathing slowed, and then darkness came.

	 

	***

	 

	“Morning,” Lily greeted, along with the enticing smell of fried bacon, tomatoes, scrambled eggs, and the nectar of the gods—coffee. The jinn stood over the stove as she finished plating the meal. Hair left unbound, the raven-haired jinn was bent over in a pink blouse, a flowered vest, and a pair of tight blue jeans that looked uncannily familiar. Doing mundane tasks like this, I could almost think of the jinn as just another gorgeous woman and not a powerful supernatural creature.

	“Breakfast?” I swung my feet off the bed and wandered over to snag a plate from the counter. Used plates piled high reminded me that I really needed to do the dishes. “Are those clothes from El’s store?”

	“I copied some of them for use. Your wardrobe is less than fashionable,” Lily said, shaking her head. “Really? A dozen shirts about this Firefly thing?”

	“Don’t knock it till you’ve seen it,” I muttered around a mouthful of food. “So, what now? I wander around the city looking for trouble?”

	“No. I’ve got a quest for you.” Lily waved her fork at my desk. It took me a few minutes of searching through the scattered papers before I found the right one. On it, circled in red ink, was “Quest One.” 

	“Rats?” I poked at the paper as I walked to get more coffee.

	“Rats. It’s tradition.” 

	“You are kidding me,” I grumbled and sipped my coffee. “Also, what did you do to the coffee? It’s really smooth.”

	“Cold brew,” Lily said. “Your coffee maker is pitiful. And I’m not. Devil Rats should be perfect for your first quest. Level appropriate.”

	“How do you know these are Devil Rats though? The news report just talks of an increase in disappearances of pets in the neighborhood,” I said. “Might be coyotes.”

	Lily shook her head. “GM. I expanded a bit of my power to check our surroundings. Now, off you go to kill some rats. Though maybe a shower first?”

	I growled softly before I walked to the bathroom. Now, the real question was, what do you wear when you go hunting supernatural rats in the sewer?

	 

	***

	 

	It took a bit of hunting, but I found a pair of rubber boots, wool socks, and workout pants along with one of my faded shirts. A simple polyester rain jacket to keep the cold and wet out and I was ready to go. Or as ready as I could be considering I had no idea what I was getting into.

	An underground train ride and a bus ride later, I found myself in the Devil Rat-plagued suburban neighborhood. I never understood how people could live out in these cookie-cutter houses with their carefully manicured lawns and nosy neighbors. Every time I came out here, I was reminded how stale and artificial it all felt, a residence made by design rather than need, a place to rest and hide away from the world.

	As I walked away from the bus stop, I eyed the ground, searching for a manhole cover. It was only when I found one in a deserted cul-de-sac and attempted to pull it open that I realized one flaw with my plan—my lack of upper-arm strength and leverage. A few minutes of futile gripping and straining later, I sat down beside the manhole cover and applied some brainpower to the problem. Perhaps…

	I held my hand over the manhole cover, focusing not on my hand but slightly past it. I focused deep within and cast the spell, altering the flows slightly so that instead of forming right at my hand and shooting outward, the spell would form beneath the cover. Three failed attempts later, the spell finally formed, and the Force Bolt crashed into the underside of the obstruction, tossing it into the air by a few inches. 

	“Owwww,” I muttered as I carefully levered the manhole off my foot, which I had shoved into the opening. That was going to leave a bruise. Right. Crowbars. Definitely adding a crowbar to my adventuring kit.

	I left the manhole propped mostly open and climbed down to the sewers, finally ready to complete my quest. At least the hard part was over. How hard could rats be?

	 

	***

	 

	“Force Bolt in your face, Mickey!” I snarled as my spell finished forming and smashed the Devil Rat aside. Crushed under the blue bolt of arcane energy, the splattered remains of my attacker left a red smear against the grey walls of the sewer tunnel. Above me, a floating light orb—that I had figured how to tether to my body—gave off fitful light, casting shadows all around. Thankfully, the sewer system that was connected to this suburban zone was actually part of the flood water preparations, so the sewer itself was tall and wide to accommodate a large amount of water. It meant that I could, for the most part, stand upright while hunting around. 

	 I slumped against the wall and dug into my backpack, searching for the bandages I had thoughtfully brought along. A dose of iodine later, I wrapped my injured calf tightly and hoped Devil Rats were not as plague-ridden as their mundane counterparts. Somehow, I had a feeling that was wishful thinking.

	“Good thing Lily isn’t here to see this,” I said to myself. I imagined the jinn smirking while I struggled to fight Devil Rats in the dark. In truth, I wasn’t sure what I had expected for this quest. She’d said this was level appropriate, and my previous life as a retail store worker and part-time bargain hunter had done little to ready me for monster hunting. I looked sideways, eyeing my mana bar, which stood a quarter full. Enough for one more fight.

	With quick motions, I put away my first aid kit and stood, testing my foot and finding it sound enough. That it had to be same foot I’d bruised earlier made walking even harder than before, but not impossible. As I rounded the next corner of the damp, noxious sewers, I made sure not to think about what I was walking in. Thankfully, years of babysitting for uncles and aunts for extra money had inured me to the concept of feces as a whole, even if wading through the sewers tested the limits of my attitude.

	Another mangled body greeted me as I stepped around a corner, a poodle with its innards scattered, and a Devil Rat poked its head out from within. The fellow in front of me was typical for the Devil Rats I had encountered—the size of a housecat with glowing red eyes and an aggressive temperament. As it arched its back in defense of its meal, I finished my spell and pointed my fingers at it, the bolt catching the monster in the center of its body and crushing its heart.

	 

	Force Bolt Cast

	Synchronicity 67%

	 

	Force Bolt does 11 damage to Devil Rat.

	 

	Slumping down to the corpse, I exhaled in relief and tried to get the adrenaline spike under control again. Thankfully, this time, I’d been the one to catch the rat by surprise. The monsters had a tendency to attack from hiding, crawling from dark corners to set upon me. Still, with my mana bar nearly empty, the headache had returned, and so I settled in to wait and rest.

	This was not going to be easy.

	 

	***

	 

	I stood up after a bit, meditating having slowly driven my mana bar to half full. I would have stayed longer, but there were limits to my ability to ignore how disgusting all this was even if my nose had long ago shut off. A low squeaking had taken me down a side corridor, and I was forced to hunch over as I scrabbled forward. A small worm of worry crawled along my guts, the noises before me growing louder and more numerous than I had heard before. 

	“Oh, shit,” I muttered softly as my light finally illuminated the nest before me. Curled up in a pile of bones, rat droppings, and shed fur, a mother rat twice the size of any I’d seen before was nursing a group of Devil Rat pups, each the size of my fist. Crouched near them was another Devil Rat, gnawing on a pale bone. As my light drew their attention, the mischief of rats turned and regarded me with their hellish red eyes. Taking the better part of valor, I started to slowly back away as I readied a Force Bolt.

	At first, the rats just regarded my slow retreat without moving. As my light pulled away, the rats started squeaking louder and louder, the noise echoing through the cramped quarters. Mouth dry, I could sense the monsters getting ready to attack as I sloshed backward. Fear clutched at my stomach, knowing I had insufficient mana to kill them all. I needed to make sure when they charged, I had time to do something.

	Inspiration struck as I stepped backward. I snapped and twisted my fingers, then pointed down, sending arcane energy into the water as I chilled it in front of me and backed away. Within seconds, a light crust of ice formed on the water, spreading faster and faster as the arcane energy drew heat from the already chilly water. As if my magic was the signal, there was a sudden silence as the rats barreled forward.

	I scrambled backward as I poured mana into the water, creating a slick surface that the first Devil Rat hit without warning. Front claws dug into the slick, wet ice, sending it spinning and twisting to slam into the wall. The rat shook its head to clear it while the pups, unsteady on their feet, skidded and scattered on my impromptu ice rink.

	As a spike of pain erupted in my head, I stopped the spell, unable to continue, and backed away as fast as I could. Once out of the small tunnel, I turned and ran, the sounds of the larger mother rat crashing into and crushing my ice echoing through the tunnel. 

	I never looked back, running as fast as I could to the nearest ladder and climbing as quickly as possible. I hit the manhole cover with my shoulder, adrenaline and better leverage allowing me to push it upward. Outside, the feel of sunlight on my face and the smell of blooming flowers carried on the wind blew away some of my fear, some of the nightmare-inducing madness below. As I replaced the manhole cover, I flashed a smile at a child playing on the sidewalk, grateful to have survived my first quest.

	 


Chapter 5

	Extra clothing. That was what I’d forgotten to bring with me. That was clear as I sat in my own smelly sphere on the ride back. I kept my face down in embarrassment as other passengers threw disgusted looks at me, even those from the hidden world. By the time I made my way back, that lesson had been deeply ingrained into my soul. Always bring extra clothing.

	Lily was crouched in front of my laptop when I came back, clicking away and killing virtual monsters the entire time I had been dealing with real ones. Rather than speak with my titular GM, I stalked into the bathroom to shower and clean up as best I could. Leaden silence carried through the air as I walked out in a fresh set of clothing and began to cook dinner. 

	It was only when dinner was served that I spoke, my voice tight and controlled. “So, I killed some Devil Rats.”

	“I’d hope so,” Lily said, taking the plate of pork chop, gravy, mashed potatoes, and brussels sprouts from me. “Did you kill the ten rats?”

	“No,” I said as I stabbed my pork chop and sawed at the piece. “There was a mother rat, about the size of a medium-sized dog, in there.”

	“Ugly little creature, isn’t she?” Lily said, already having walked back to the laptop.

	“She nearly killed me. They nearly killed me!” I shouted and then drew a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down. Last night, the orc had been scary, but it had just been a mugging. I’d been mugged before, and while it was never fun, muggers were never really there to kill you. Rough you up a bit, maybe hurt you, but not kill. Not unless things got out of hand. At least, the ones who weren’t on drugs. The rats though, the rats didn’t care about legal consequences or moral imperatives to not kill. To them, I was just food. 

	“Of course. You were trying to kill them, weren’t you?” Lily sighed and put her cutlery down before she stared at me, my shaking fingers, and my shallow breathing. For a moment, I saw a flash of sympathy before Lily continued. “This is what questing and combat is. High-stress situations that require you to learn and explore your abilities.”

	I gulped as I stared at my hands that wouldn’t stop shaking, at my body that refused to stop shivering. I could not stop thinking about the fact that I had nearly been eaten alive. Of the pain of being bitten and the sharp needlelike teeth. 

	“It’s your choice, Henry. We can continue doing quests like this, or you can stay home, casting spells and learning slowly. You can level up however you want,” Lily said softly, but I could barely hear her as I contemplated my mortality.

	For the first time, I had an inkling that perhaps learning and wielding magic wasn’t just about having a cool trick. There were real consequences here.

	 

	***

	 

	When I woke the next morning, my wounds had miraculously healed, and there was new, lightly-scarred skin where they had been. I exhaled a sigh of relief, glad we’d managed to get that sorted. Of course, the healing had left me ravenously hungry since all it did was speed the healing process, but I’d take a higher grocery bill over limping for days.

	Surprisingly, I found that Lily was not at the laptop when I woke. A very brief check showed the jinn was not in the apartment, which left me staring at the ring. Of course, she could have left the flat entirely. I briefly contemplated rubbing the ring to bring her to me before I shook my head and discarded the idea. Instead, I reveled in the fact that I had my apartment back to myself.

	Living as a bachelor for years now, I had forgotten what it was like to have a roommate, the constant presence that intruded on my daily routines. I could lounge about in my underwear. I could watch schlocky TV or just play on my computer. And I did all that, a bowl of instant noodles in hand.

	Yet, every few minutes, I found my gaze traveling back to the rubber boots I had so carefully cleaned off last night. Distractions that used to carry me away from my life for hours, even days, on end barely held my attention for minutes now. Even casting a spell felt hollow, an exercise that had no point.

	No point… that was the thing, wasn’t it? There was no point to this, to my life. It was a malaise I had felt before, that had left me fired from retail jobs when I simply stopped caring. There was no point to this, to TV shows that had no end, computer games that had no challenge, and jobs that had no future. But magic and that quest? At least there I was doing something. I was progressing, making myself better. I had dreamed of having magic all my life, and now I had it. Even if all I was doing was questing and killing monsters, I was progressing. 

	I stared at my rubber boots sitting accusingly by the door, and finally, I sighed and stood up.

	“Fine. Let’s do this.”

	 

	***

	 

	Of course, it wasn’t that easy. First, I had to find more disposable clothing. At this rate, I’d become a customer of Nora’s. A sealed plastic bag contained a second set of clothing while sandwiches and water, a crowbar, a hammer, and an old hunting knife ended up in my bag for later. An extra flashlight and some light sticks were added along with a new roll of bandages. I frowned, trying to decide if I had missed anything, and realized I was just killing time, avoiding the next step.

	As I was about to walk out the door, my phone rang. I frowned, fishing it out and staring at the glowing caller ID. I drew a deep breath, feeling my stomach clench even as I answered it.

	“Mommy,” I greeted.

	“When were you going to call?” immediately on the attack, my mother’s familiar voice resounded through the phone. I felt my shoulders hunch, my entire body shrinking down slightly at the accusation. Justified. I hadn’t spoken with her or my dad in months.

	“Soon. Sorry, things have been busy,” I answered apologetically.

	“You found a new job?” Hope was in her voice even after all these years.

	“No. Yes. Sort of,” I said, unsure of how and whether to explain things. Actually, no. I knew better than to explain.

	“Oh.” Disappointment now. I wince, knowing once again, I’ve let her down. As usual—the black sheep of the family, the useless one, especially compared to my doctor sister and accountant brother.

	“It’s a part-time thing,” I clarified, figuring that was true enough at least. “Anyway... I was just about to head out…”

	“I wanted to ask, are you coming back for your father’s birthday? You know he’d like it.”

	“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. I really didn’t want to go back, to travel hundreds of miles to be subjected to passive-aggressive stares and the constant looks of disappointment. It was why I had left Vancouver after all.

	“Do you need money? I can send you some.”

	“I can pay for it. It’s just a new job…” I explained hurriedly and then glanced at the door again. “I really need to get going…”

	“Fine. Just remember to call and tell us.”

	“I will. It’s not for months yet!” I said. “Bye!” I hurriedly finished the exchange of pleasantries before I finally ended the call, my stomach aching with phantom pain. Stupid family. Pushing aside the never-ending drama, I left the apartment.

	A train and bus ride later, I was back at the suburb. I checked my phone and its GPS tracking of where I’d been—which, by the way, was sort of creepy—and I was at the manhole cover I had crawled out of the previous day. Unlike the first one I’d entered, this manhole cover was in the middle of the street, but at this point, I was more than done with being circumspect. A crowbar and an almost-strained back later, I was back in the nightmare-inducing darkness. 

	“Light,” I muttered as I cast my spell. A vocal component was not required, but one aspect that I knew of this magic was that “required” did not equal “not important.” I wasn’t entirely sure if it was the addition of a vocal rhythm or the addition of a vocal aspect itself, but the results certainly showed up.

	 

	Light Ball Cast

	93% Synchronicity

	 

	As an added precaution, I popped a glow stick and zip-tied it to the ladder. Nose scrunched from the smell, I stood at the ladder and listened, trying to discern if I had a greeting party. Hearing nothing, I slowly approached the corridor that I had exited so ignobly a day ago.

	As I walked, I wiped sweaty palms against my sweatpants and swallowed around the copper taste of adrenaline in my mouth. In my left hand, I hefted my crowbar, ready to ward off a Devil Rat while my right readied itself to cast a Force Bolt. At the mouth of the corridor, I raised my hand and cast another Light Ball, this time in silence, and directed it to the edges of my current illuminated area. Again and again, I did so, lighting the entire corridor till the excited squeals of Devil Rats alerted to my presence reached my ears.

	The first adult Devil Rat exploded from the shadows and rushed me, closely followed by another. Right behind, the pups raced to catch their larger, faster brethren. From my hand, a Force Bolt flew out to strike the lead Devil Rat. The Force Bolt crushed the monster’s front legs, causing it to fall and mewl pitifully. No longer a threat, I turned to the next adult rat.

	Seconds had passed, and the monster was already halfway to me, the pups only a short distance behind. I snarled as my second Force Bolt passed by uselessly, the third injuring but not killing the monster. Too close for a follow-up spell, I instead swung the crowbar and battered the attacker away, blood and brain matter spattering around me at my successful strike. 

	And then it was the rats’ turn as the pups swarmed me. The next few seconds were a blur as I swung, punched, kicked, and stomped at the tiny monsters that crawled, bit, and tore at me. I had no time for spells, no time but the dance for survival. But monsters or not, they were only the size of normal rats. One after another, the monsters fell before my weapon and stomping feet before a searing pain ripped into my calf.

	I fell to the ground, the mother rat clamped onto my ankle and refusing to let go. Each movement tore the wound open wider. In pain, I raised my crowbar to swing at it, but a last pup bit into the edges of my triceps. My hand spasmed open, and I screamed again.

	The mother rat twisted its head one last time and tore my calf open before it backed off and lunged toward my torso. Its teeth clamped onto my hip, sharp teeth tearing into the tender flesh. I thrashed on the ground, a wild swing batting away the last pup and driving the mom aside.

	“Die!” I scowled as I tried to scurry away and twisted, my injured foot swinging at the monster. 

	Teeth clamped onto my boot, sharp teeth unable to penetrate the rubber immediately. My hand twisted and pointed, and a Force Bolt flew forward at the enraged monster. 

	“Aaarggh!” I screamed, the spell tearing the mother Devil Rat away as the bolt impacted my foot and the rat. Bones cracked under the impact of the spell, pain making my eyes widen. The mother rat, its teeth missing from when it was ripped away and its mouth bloody, rushed me once more. I shoved my hand forward, fingers dancing faster than ever, and I sent the spell into its open mouth as it lunged for my neck.

	The Force Bolt tore down its throat and tore it apart as it threw her back. Blood sprayed and aerosoled as the creature fell to the ground, dead but still twitching. I coughed, throat sore and dry from screaming as blood dripped from my wounds. 

	Blood, so much blood. I grunted, struggling to pull my bag out from under me. Its contents were soaked by sewer water, but thankfully, the first aid bag was waterproof. As my fingers shook, I slowly pulled my first aid gear from my bag and began the long and painful process of cleaning my wounds. 

	 

	***

	 

	The trip back this time was less of a social issue as wet wipes and a new set of clothing made me look and smell less like a hobo. It didn’t hide the way I moved or the pain that flashed across my face, but no one bothered me at least. The lack of public embarrassment unfortunately left me more time to consider the waves of pain that rose and fell with each bump and step on the journey home.

	Two blocks from the train station to my house, and for some reason, I was drawing looks again. I smiled and nodded, too tired to answer queries about my health as the world begin to shimmer before my eyes. 

	“I see you. And I got a Force Bolt for you if needed,” I said to the gargoyle who shifted to stare at me when I walked past its perch. 

	Descending the stairs, each step forced me to draw a deep breath as I squelched down. I pushed on the handle, opening the door, and I stumbled in and waved my hand triumphantly into the empty space. “The conquering hero returns!”

	The bed, a bare five feet from the door greeted me as I flopped onto it, darkness finally claiming me.

	 


Chapter 6

	I woke up groggy, mouth dry, and shivering. My shirt was stained with sweat, and as I rolled over, I saw Lily seated beside me on the computer. When I shifted, the jinn looked at me and broke into a smile, helping me sit up to drink a cup of water and wash down some painkillers. Unlike last time I slept and healed, my calf ached, throbbing in pain with each heartbeat. 

	“What…?” I growled, shaking my head, and poked at my foot. “Why didn’t it heal?”

	“Whoever did that carried a magical disease. The enhanced healing I gave you can’t remove it,” Lily explained. 

	“Can you heal it?” I asked, and she shook her head, crossing her hands together as if they were tied. Right. Right. Not allowed to interfere. I guessed taking my boots off and cleaning me up wasn’t considered undue interference though. Or taking off my pants. I flushed red, the increase in blood flow making me dizzy for a second. Or it could have been the fever.

	“Henry?” Lily asked, placing a hand on my arm. “You need help. Magical help.”

	I nodded dumbly and stared at the phone the jinn was pointedly looking at. Right. Phone. Help. Except I didn’t know anyone magical except Lily. I slumped back against my pillows, my eyes half closing. A sudden scream jerked me awake, making me stare at the computer where Lily’s avatar had died gruesomely down a pit.

	“Don’t fall asleep just yet. You need to call for help.”

	Help. Right. I took hold of the phone, getting as far as 9-1-1 before I canceled the call. Magical help. For a moment, I stared at the ceiling, wondering why everyone always painted their ceilings a boring white. They should have colored them something more interesting, something fun. Vibrant. Red. Red like El’s hair… 

	Holding on to that thread of thought, I scrolled to the shop’s number and hit dial, then listened to the insistent ring.

	“Nora’s, your everyday used clothing store. El speaking.”

	“Henry speaking,” I said and grinned at my reply.

	“Henry, what can I do for you?”

	“Nothing. No. Not nothing. I had something…” I frowned, trying to remember why I called her. It was funny, the way the raven-haired jinn’s face was screwed up as she listened to me on the phone. “Oh, I love your hair. Your real hair. It’s so much more you.”

	“Was that all you called me for?” El said, her voice sounding tinny over the phone. 

	“Yes. It’s pretty. Just like you.” I smiled and killed the call, happy that I’d remembered what I had done. The phone dropped from my hand, landing on the edge of the bed and bouncing off. Bounce, bounce. That looked fun, so I let myself drop too and bounced on the bed before my eyes closed.

	 

	***

	 

	“What did you do to him, Jinn!” I heard El’s voice in the distance.

	“Nothing, you crazed pixie. I was the one who told him to call you!” 

	Screams and shouts, the crackle of electricity, and then silence.

	 

	***

	 

	“Oh, Henry. You idiot,” El said, as my eyes opened. My dumpy friend, clad in her featureless gray sweater swapped with an elfin apparition clad in green and brown. Hands held over my leg streamed color, arcane energy that I could now see chasing away the cold that had wrapped my leg. Warmth filled it for the first time in what seemed like ages.

	Then pain.

	I screamed, strong hands holding me down. 

	“Hold him still!”

	“I’m trying, but I can’t do too much. I told you we should have strapped him down!” This time, Lily’s voice came from a creature of flame and smoke, clawed hands and stunning beauty that made me want to cry intermixing with my jinn, the raven-haired beauty. 

	Another blast of power came with pain and darkness.

	 

	***

	 

	I woke slowly this time, free from pain but dry-mouthed. I slowly sat up with a muted groan, brought a nearby cup of water to my lips, and noticed El’s concerned face. I sipped at first and then gulped, greedily drinking all the water and asking for more. After the second cup, I pushed up against the bed to see Lily at the laptop, focused on her game. 

	“What are you doing here, El?” I finally asked. Thankfully, I seemed to be half-dressed at least. Though who had put the fresh pair of boxer briefs on me I refused to consider.

	“Your call had me worried. Especially when you didn’t answer. Who knows what kind of trouble you could have gotten mixed up with, especially since you have her.” El nodded to Lily who stuck her tongue out without looking up. “So, I came over.”

	“Oh…” I frowned and touched my lower leg. No pain. Not even when I flexed my ankle. “Did you?”

	“Heal you? Yes,” El answered before shrugging. “Pixies have a modicum of healing magic. Now, stand up. I want to check you out.”

	Ignoring my initial protests and my embarrassment, the flame-haired pixie got me on my feet. For the next few minutes, El made me stand, bend, stretch, and twist as she tested my newly healed body. Finally satisfied, she had me sit at the dining table where she piled food, carefully heated in the oven, and commanded me to eat. Lily, drawn to the table, received a glare but no other admonishment from El as she dug in as well.

	Any attempt at further conversation was shot down till I had stuffed myself. As I pushed away my plate, El raised a finger and said slowly and menacingly, “Now, tell me what happened. All of it.”

	I shivered, staring at the tiny pixie, the flint in her eyes reminding me of the one time a shoplifter had tried to get away from the store. The look she’d given him then was similar to the one she offered me now and just as effective. I spilled the details of my quest, both the failed first attempt and the second. Lily kept uncharacteristically silent through the tale, the clinking of her fork the only other noise in the apartment. Which, I had quietly noted, had a few new holes in it.

	“Men.” El huffed when I finished, rolling her eyes to the sky with her arms crossed. “You almost got yourself killed because of a… quest?”

	I paused, giving the question actual thought. In the end, I answered her slowly. “It wasn’t the quest itself. Not really. It was the decision. To stay at home training slowly or go out and do something. Anything. If I didn’t make it, then, well, it was as good as having made it. You understand?”

	“No.” 

	Lily smiled slightly as El glared at me with her arms crossed over her petite breasts. Leaning forward, Lily brought the attention to her as she spoke finally. “Well, that was nice. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

	“Why, you...” El snarled.

	“Lily! Stop it. She’s my friend, and you need to show her some respect,” I snapped at Lily.

	“That little tree fairy? Do you know what she did while you were sick?” Lily spluttered, and I shook my head.

	“I don’t care. She’s my friend, and you’re going to be respectful to her, or else you can just stay in the ring when she’s around,” I said, glaring at Lily who returned my glare. We locked gazes for a long while before the jinn broke away, laughing softly.

	“Fine, fine. I’ll be nice to the… to El,” Lily said. “But I do need to speak with you. Alone.”

	“Not happening,” El said.

	“This isn’t for you, pixie,” Lily snapped, and I sighed.

	“What’s this about?” I asked Lily who mouthed the word “quest” at me. Oh. I’d finished a quest which meant…

	 

	Class: Mage

	Level 1 (208% Experience)

	Known Spells: Light Ball, Force Bolt, Warmth, Chill, Chime, Breeze

	 

	“Nice. I can level up!” I exclaimed, and Lily winced, shaking her head.

	“Level up?” El’s eyes narrowed at the two of us suspiciously.

	“My wish—”

	“Henry!” Lily snapped at me, leaning forward. “Ixnay on the ishway.”

	“Oh, come on, Lily. El just saved my life. I think we can trust her,” I said, which caused El to flush slightly and Lily to glare at me more. “It’s my secret.”

	“Aaargh!” Lily threw her hands up in the air and then fell silent, which I took for tacit agreement.

	“I wanted to be a mage, but I didn’t want my brain dribbling out. So, I made a wish that gave me magic but would only pass the spells on in dribs and drabs as I learned to handle it. We based it off, well…” I hesitated, waving my hands to my books.

	“Your role-playing games. I get it,” El said, rubbing her temples. “It is the most idiotic and—”

	“Genius plan ever,” Lily finished, nodding firmly. “I know, right? It bypasses most of the problems wishes for magic power have and doesn’t stunt his growth. Much.”

	“Much?” I frowned at Lily.

	“She speaks of the Mage Council. They are unlikely to be impressed by your abilities,” El clarified. “The jinn is right. You should not have told me this. You should not be telling anyone this.”

	I blinked and then flashed El my patented Smile No. 3, the one that made me look like a kid. Okay, it was my usual smile, but it still normally worked. “But you won’t tell anyone, right?”

	“Oh, Henry,” El said exasperatedly. “I won’t. Just… stop being so damn trusting. The hidden world isn’t the same as your mundane one. You cannot just do things like this.”

	“Okay, okay. I promise. No more telling secrets,” I said, crossing my heart and flashing another grin. El just rolled her eyes while I turned to Lily. “So, level up time?”

	“Yes. Hold still please. This should hurt less than the last time,” Lily said consolingly, and that was when I remembered how much it had hurt. 

	Oh, hell.

	 

	***

	 

	“That wasn’t bad,” I said as I rubbed blood from my nose and gratefully accepted the painkillers from El, who had a strange look on her face.

	“Next time, do it on the bed,” El said, and I nodded firmly. Passing out at the dinner table and cracking my nose on the table had been a less-than-pleasant experience.

	“I hear kitchen tables are quite popular,” Lily said, and El flushed, looking away.

	“Wait. Did you make a sex joke?” I said before I shook my head. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. Now, I’m just going to see what you downloaded.”

	“Downloaded?” Lily said, puzzled. 

	I tuned them out as El explained more current lingo to the jinn and focused inward. First things first, my character sheet.

	 

	Class: Mage

	Level 3 (8% Experience)

	Known Spells: Light Ball, Force Missile, Heat, Freeze, Chime, Breeze, Lesser Shield, Heal, Link, Mend

	 

	The first thing I noticed was that many of my existing spells had changed name. A brief consideration showed that I still knew the lesser versions of the spells but had instead learned stronger formulas. Those spells in turn allowed me to alter the spells themselves, giving me more options. As an example, I was pretty sure I could actually cast two Force Bolts now rather than a single Force Missile. Though, controlling both Force Bolts and where they would impact would be a lot trickier.

	Light Ball had not upgraded, though the intensity and duration of the spell had grown. It was no real surprise—the light spell was a pretty basic spell, and while variants on it were available, most variations were a matter of power rather than formula. The spells that I had not used or practiced, Chime and Breeze, had not changed at all.

	Most interestingly, I now knew four new spells. The first was a defensive spell that layered a thin layer of compressed air and arcane energy in front of me. Intuitively, I knew that practice with both Breeze and Lesser Shield would provide me greater understanding of either. It was not a powerful defensive spell, but considering I had started with none, I was grateful for its presence. Perhaps if I’d had the spell to begin with, I would not have been as injured.

	The Heal spell was, sadly, pathetic. From the spell formula that sat in my head, the spell did little more than increase the speed of my healing by a minor amount, and almost all of it focused on a small area. It was a useful spell for removing bruises and slowing, even stopping, bleeding by having the body’s natural clotting properties act faster, but it was nothing like a cleric’s minor healing spell. On the other hand, it was a channeled spell, with the amount of healing dependent on the amount of time it was active. If it wasn’t for the fact that I would never progress with healing abilities if I didn’t use it, I probably wouldn’t even bother casting it at all since resting had a much more powerful effect.

	The third spell was the foundation spell for scrying. At this stage, all it really did was highlight links between two objects. The closer their initial sympathetic link, the longer the range of the spell. Unfortunately, at my level, even a direct connection like blood would only highlight the connection for a few hundred meters. With practice though, the arcane knowledge involved would allow me to scry locations hundreds of miles away. Once I got the appropriate spell, of course.

	The last spell was a utility spell, one you didn’t see much in role-playing books because throwing around the power of gods was more interesting than fixing a hole in your pants. On the other hand, for a poor gamer like me, the spell could actually save me a few dollars. I even had a few pieces of old electronics sitting around that I kept meaning to throw away properly. Perhaps the spell would fix them? 

	“Did you learn anything worth your life?” El asked, and I refocused on the pixie, my lip twisting in a half smile. 

	“Sort of? Some of these spells might keep me alive longer,” I said, which caused El to roll her eyes again. 

	“I have to go. I need to reopen the store,” El said finally, standing up and fixing me with a look. “You aren’t going to be going out and doing anything stupid, are you?”

	“No. Got a whole new bunch of spells in my head. I’ll want to test them out first,” I replied, and El stared at me in an attempt to ascertain the truth of my words. Good thing I was telling the truth.

	“Fine,” El said and walked to the door, snatching her coat on the way out. “Just be careful, Henry. You don’t understand the world you’ve entered.”

	“Roger!” I said, waving goodbye to the pixie. 

	Lily snorted at our antics, already deep into her game. I stared at the jinn for a second, trying to decide if I had any questions for her that she could answer and found none that were more pressing than testing my new spells. 

	As I went back to my bed, I rubbed my chin and tried to work out how to test my spells in my six-hundred-square-foot bachelor’s apartment without wrecking anything. As I eyed the new holes in the apartment walls, I added “anything more.”

	 

	***

	 

	It turned out that the answer to that question was the bathroom. A pot of water in the bath could steam and boil over without causing damage, and ice, well, a pot of ice really didn’t make a difference where you made it. The tricky part, at least for me, was learning how to control the amount of mana I put into the spell. Unlike its lesser variants, which felt like I was pushing beanbags through rabbit holes, the new spells had a hunger for mana like a jinn’s stomach.

	Between waiting for my mana to recover and poking at the new knowledge in my mind, I found myself walking out of the bathroom to talk to Lily. Questions that hadn’t been important till now started creeping into my mind. 

	 

	***

	 

	“That orc called me a wizard, but you call me a mage. What’s the difference?”

	“Depends on who you ask, but the somewhat official definitions are that mages are trained to use their gifts, normally starting as apprentices. Wizards, on the other hand, are untrained arcane users who have learned to wield their powers via trial and error.”

	“Any other terms I should know?”

	“Sorcerers are generally those who have gained their powers via demonic means. Enchanters are specialized mages—and they’re almost always mages—who enchant items and spaces. Alchemists do the same with potions, but they can be wizards too. There are probably more alchemical wizards than mage actually.”

	“Probably?”

	“Things change. And unless I use my powers, it’s not as if I have a way of ascertaining what is happening around the world.”

	“Right.”

	 

	***

	 

	Later, after freezing the pot of ice, I realized instead of a single ice cube, I’d somehow mangled the spell to create ice chunks. Definitely needed to work on the synchronicity for this spell.

	“What about this Mage Council?” I asked.

	“It’s mostly made up of mages, but there are some wizards too. And one sorcerer. Or at least, there was.”

	“The way I read it, they’re not happy with me because I’m cheating the system, learning their secrets from you, and refusing to pay my dues.”

	“In part.” Lily looked up from the laptop. For a moment, her eyes danced with flame while she spoke. “But it’s more than that. Past history with jinn and mages has been fraught with tragedy. To be a mage, a powerful mage, you have to be willing to sacrifice everything. The apprenticeship itself takes decades, and apprentices are isolated from all family and friends during their tenure. The weak fall away; only the driven survive.”

	“And if you’re that driven, you’re probably not the nicest of people.” I rubbed my chin and realized I still hadn’t shaved.

	“Yes. Most mages know our limitations to some extent. Their wishes are often more circumspect. Still, many die. Those who don’t are often driven mad.”

	“Power-crazy assholes with wishes,” I said for her. “And I’m considered one of them. Yay me.”

	 

	***

	 

	My spell book was set out in front of me, a window propped open, and the bathroom fan on as we tried to ignore the smell of melted metal and plastic. I was so not going to get my damage deposit back. 

	“This sort of makes a bit of sense,” I muttered as I read the line again. Four out of eleven words. Now, if only those words weren’t the arcane equivalents of “and,” “but,” and “then.” Sometimes, I even knew all the words in a sentence. Just not what it meant.

	“That’s the equivalent of a level-nine spell,” Lily said without glancing up, a strand of her hair in her mouth.

	“What is it for?”

	“You tell me.”

	“The arcane runes are the same as my Force spell, so it’s a Force something. But there’s bits of it for distance that don’t make sense—there are both distances and limits, height and width definitions.” I flipped the page backward and forward, cudgeling my cerebral engine for a few more minutes, and exhaled. “It’s a Force Wall.”
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