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To the real nannies of the world, who fight tiny monsters every day without any stat boosts.


                                        
                                    

                                

                             
                                    
                                        	
                                            “Mana fades and gear breaks, but a parent’s patience is the ultimate cooldown.”

— Kayla Swift


                                        
                                    

                                

                             
    Chapter 1: Birthday Party from Hell
June Reeves stood in the middle of Timmy Henderson's third birthday party, surveying the chaos.

The Hendersons' backyard looked like something out of a Pinterest board—perfectly manicured lawn, white picket fence, balloon arch in coordinated pastels, a dessert table that probably cost more than June's monthly rent. Custom banners. Matching tablecloths. A bounce house shaped like a castle. The budget for this three-year-old's party could pay her bills for months, but the Hendersons expected perfection, and right now, perfection was rapidly unraveling.

The punch bowl had already been knocked over. Twice. The grass squelched with sticky red liquid. Timmy Henderson, age three and built like a tiny wrecking ball, was smearing chocolate frosting on another kid's face with the dedication of a Renaissance painter. Bella Martinez, age four and the world's smallest tyrant, stood on a chair screaming about juice boxes, her voice hitting frequencies that made dogs howl three blocks away. The twins—Liam and Noah, age two—sat in the corner whispering to each other in that strange way twins do, occasionally pointing at nothing with chubby fingers.

It looked less like a party and more like a battlefield.

Twenty-three children. Eleven parents. One very late clown. And her, armed with nothing but a Diaper Bag and seven years of professional nannying.

Seven years. That's how long she'd been doing this. What had started as a way to pay for college had somehow become her entire career. She'd meant to go back for her teaching credential, meant to figure out what she actually wanted to do with her life. But the bills kept coming, and the kids kept needing her, and here she was—still wondering if this was really it. Long enough to have seen tantrums that could shatter glass. Negotiations over Goldfish crackers that would make hostage negotiators weep. A four-year-old's birthday party at a trampoline park where two kids threw up simultaneously and one somehow got stuck in the ball pit for forty-five minutes.

Today was no different.

The kids grew restless. The promised clown was half an hour late, and toddlers didn't do well with broken promises. They started to circle like tiny sharks, their sugar-fueled energy building toward something explosive.

And the parents? Distracted as usual.

Mrs. Henderson emerged from the house, phone in hand, her smile tight. "June, where's the clown? The itinerary said two o'clock."

"I'm handling it," June said, keeping her voice calm.

"Well, the children are getting antsy." Mrs. Henderson glanced at the chaos and winced. "Can you... do something?" She didn't wait for an answer before retreating inside—probably to scroll Instagram while "dealing with the cake."

Mr. Martinez was on a work call in the driveway, pacing in tight circles. The other parents had formed a loose cluster by the fence, drinking wine and pretending the chaos wasn't happening. None of them were helping.

Which left June.

"Ms. Reeves!" Maya's voice cut through the noise like a whistle. The ten-year-old stood with her arms crossed, a printed party itinerary clutched in one hand. June had been babysitting Maya since she was six, and the girl had been organizing tea parties with color-coded guest lists even then. She was destined to be a future Martha Stewart or General Patton—June hadn't quite figured out which yet. "We're thirty minutes behind schedule. Pin the Tail on the Donkey should have started already. And the clown—"

"I know." June looked up from where she was scrubbing red punch out of the white tablecloth. "Maya, I need you to set up Musical Chairs. Keep the kids occupied while I sort this out."

Maya's eyes lit up at the responsibility. "On it." She spun on her heel and marched toward the younger kids with the authority of a drill sergeant.

Sam sprawled in a lawn chair like he was too cool to exist. Thirteen years old, all elbows and attitude. June had babysat him when he was younger, and now she hired him to help wrangle kids at parties—though so far he'd done nothing but criticize. "This party's cringe."

"You're cringe," Maya shot back as she passed. "And you're supposed to be helping."

"I am helping. I'm supervising."

"That's not—" Maya's clipboard trembled with frustration, but she kept moving. "Ms. Reeves, I'll deal with him later."

"Sam." June's voice was firm. "Get up. Help Maya with the chairs."

Sam groaned but hauled himself out of the lawn chair, shuffling toward Maya with all the enthusiasm of a condemned man.

June wrung out the punch-stained cloth and stood, knees popping. She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her messages. Nothing from the clown. No apology, no "running late," not even a read receipt. She tried calling, watching the screen as it rang once, twice, three times before cutting to a generic voicemail message.

Great. Fantastic. She was getting paid twelve dollars an hour to manage this disaster, and the entertainment was a no-show.

June took a breath—hot air that tasted like grass clippings and cake—and moved to help Maya. "Okay, everyone! Musical Chairs! Line up!"

June froze mid-clap as the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Something was wrong. She glanced around. The sunlight hadn't changed, but the shadows had—stretching longer than they should at 2:30 in the afternoon. The air pressed against her skin, thick and electric, like the moment before lightning strikes.

But the sky was clear. Not a cloud in sight.

June frowned. The parents were still chatting. The kids were still screaming. Everything looked normal.

She shook her head. She was tired. That was all. She'd been up since 5 AM, worked a morning shift with the Johnsons' twins, and then got called in for this party because Mrs. Henderson's regular sitter had canceled. She was running on three hours of sleep and pure spite.

Of course she felt weird.

"Ms. Reeves?" Maya was staring at her, clipboard lowered. "Are you okay?"

"Fine," June said automatically. "Just—"

The temperature suddenly dropped, as if someone had opened a freezer door directly into her face.

June's breath misted in front of her face, white vapor in the July heat.

In July.

In Southern California.

"What the—" She looked around. The parents hadn't noticed. They were still talking, laughing, completely oblivious. Their breath didn't mist.

But the kids had gone quiet.

All of them.

Twenty-three children, silent.

That was wrong. That was very wrong.

"Does anyone else—" she started.

The clown's van pulled up.

June shook off the weirdness. Finally. The clown. The van was ancient, covered in peeling paint and questionable stains. It wheezed to a stop in the driveway, belching black exhaust that smelled like burning rubber.

The clown climbed out, his makeup smeared and running in the heat. His rainbow wig sat crooked on his head, revealing gray hair underneath. As he approached, June caught a whiff of cigarettes and something else—something sweet and rotten, like fruit left too long in the sun. But he was here, and that meant she could salvage this disaster of a party.

"Sorry I'm late!" the clown called, his voice too cheerful, too loud. "Traffic was murder!"

He laughed at his own joke.

Nobody else did.

The clown grabbed a duffel bag from the van—canvas, stained with something dark—and headed toward the backyard. June moved to intercept him, to explain the situation.

Something pulled her attention past the clown, past the van.

The sky behind him turned purple and the air vibrated. She could feel it in her bones, her teeth, the base of her skull as the static reached a crescendo, building, building, building—

June stiffened.

Timmy stared at the sky, frosting forgotten on his hands. Bella had stopped mid-scream, juice box dangling from her fingers. The twins held hands, their whispers suddenly audible in the eerie quiet.

"Bad things," they whispered together, pointing at the purple sky.

June's stomach dropped.

The air tasted like metal now. Like blood and electricity. A sound like static filled her skull, building until her vision blurred.

The parents stopped talking mid-sentence. Even the clown stood still, balloon pump halfway to his mouth, eyes wide.

For three heartbeats, the world held its breath.

Silence fell, absolute. No birds. No traffic. No wind.

Then the clown exploded.

One second he was standing there, smiling his creepy clown smile. The next, he burst apart in a shower of pixels and light, like a video game character glitching out of existence. The sound was wet and digital at the same time—a squelch and a crackle.

A small, green, angry-looking creature stood in his place, clutching a balloon animal in its clawed hand and baring rows of needle-sharp teeth as it hissed.

June stepped back instinctively, positioning herself between the creature and the nearest children. Its breath hit her—sulfur and old meat, hot and rancid.

Her brain tried to process this. Failed. Tried again. Still failed.

A blue box appeared in her vision, as if someone had photoshopped a pop-up ad directly onto her eyeballs.

[SYSTEM INITIALIZATION]
Welcome to the Apocalypse!
Integrating Earth into the Multiversal Network...
Restructuring reality in 3... 2... 1...
Please stand by.

Tip: Dying is bad for your health!


"What—" June blinked hard. The box didn't go away.

Around her, chaos erupted.

A dozen ceramic lawn gnomes, the ones Mrs. Henderson had arranged along the flower beds, suddenly twitched. Their painted smiles stretched wider, cracking porcelain, revealing rows of needle-sharp teeth. The children closest to them screamed—high, terrified shrieks that cut through the chaos. The gnomes' little red hats swiveled toward the sound, and their dead eyes fixed on the screaming kids with hungry interest.

In the neighboring yard, a row of plastic pink flamingos began to move. They pulled free from the lawn with wet pops, their wire legs now razor-sharp, their beaks snapping with metallic clicks as they hopped the fence and headed straight for the children.

Parents started screaming. Some of them were changing—skin turning gray, eyes going black, teeth sharpening with wet cracks. Mrs. Henderson stumbled from the house, her manicured nails now claws—black and curved and dripping something dark. Mr. Martinez convulsed, his body expanding, suit tearing as bones cracked and reformed.

But the other parents—the wine-drinking, chaos-ignoring ones—didn't transform. They ran, grabbing any child within reach and bolting for the street, for cars, for anywhere that wasn't here.

Kids scattered in every direction. A father scooped up three and sprinted for the fence. A mother dragged two toward the gate. A gnome tackled a flamingo, and in the pandemonium, children simply vanished—through the gate, around the house, into the madness of screaming suburbia.

June's body moved before her brain caught up. Years of professional training kicked in, overriding the panic, the confusion, the absolute wrongness of everything happening.

"KIDS! TO ME! NOW!"

Her voice had power. She felt it—something in her chest, warm and fierce.

Only six answered.

Maya grabbed the twins, one in each arm—the kids June babysat every Tuesday and Thursday, the ones who knew her voice meant safety. Sam stumbled toward her, eyes wide with terror. Timmy was crying, tears cutting tracks through the frosting on his face—the birthday boy, whose transformed mother was now shrieking somewhere behind them. Bella was frozen in shock, mouth open in a silent scream—her father had been on that work call, and now he was... something else entirely.

June grabbed the Diaper Bag, her most prized possession. Enormous, covered in cheerful cartoon elephants, containing everything a professional nanny could possibly need: wipes, snacks, Band-Aids, a first aid kit, three kinds of sunscreen, a sewing kit, a flashlight, and—most importantly—a sippy cup.

The green creature—the thing that used to be the clown—shrieked and lunged.

At Timmy.

At the smallest, most vulnerable target.

June threw herself between them, arms spread wide.

The sippy cup in the Diaper Bag started to glow—warm and pulsing, like a heartbeat. She grabbed it (Paw Patrol, slightly sticky with old juice) and swung it like a club.

It connected with the creature's face with a wet thunk.

The creature froze.

June froze too, arm still extended, sippy cup trembling in her grip. Had she just... attacked a monster with a toddler cup? What was she thinking? What if she'd made it angrier? What if—

Then the creature dissolved into pixels, leaving behind a small pile of glowing coins and a single balloon animal.

[COMBAT COMPLETE]
Enemy Defeated: Goblin Clown (Level 1)
XP Gained: 50
Loot: 5 System Coins, Balloon Giraffe (Cosmetic)

[CLASS SELECTION AVAILABLE]
Analyzing combat performance...
Recommended Class: CAREGIVER (Unique)
Accept? [YES] [NO]

Note: You protected a child. That's... actually kind of sweet.


June stared at the notification, then blinked hard and looked around for hidden cameras.

This isn't real. This can't be real.

The blue box floated in her vision like a pop-up ad, except she couldn't swipe it away. Couldn't close her eyes hard enough to make it disappear. It moved when she moved, always in the corner of her sight.

"What... what is this?" she whispered.

"It's like a video game," Sam said, his voice cracking. He was staring at something in front of his face too—his own floating text. "I've got stats. I've got stats. This would be so cool if everything wasn't trying to kill us."

"This isn't a game," June snapped. "This is—" She didn't have a word for what this was.

Maya's jaw was clenched, but her eyes were wet. "Ms. Reeves, my mom—"

"I know." June looked at the six kids around her. Her kids. The ones she watched every week. The ones whose parents were now either monsters or had fled with other children.

The twins whispered, their eyes glassy. Timmy bawled, snot running down his face. Bella clutched her juice box like a lifeline.

The parent-monsters closed in, claws scraping concrete.

She thought about her student loans.

She thought about her brother, who'd died three years ago because she hadn't been there when he needed her.

She thought about the fact that she was the only adult here who wasn't currently a monster.

Caregiver. A class. Like she was in some kind of fantasy RPG. This was insane. This was—

"Okay." She blinked, numb with disbelief, and pressed [YES].

[CLASS UNLOCKED: CAREGIVER]
Role: Support / Tank / Crowd Control
Primary Stat: Patience
Warning: This class is not optimized for traditional combat.
Tip: Have you considered a different career path?


"Great," June muttered. "Fantastic. Love that for me."

Actually, she had considered a different career path. Several of them. She was supposed to be a teacher by now. Or a nurse. Or literally anything other than a nanny fighting monsters with baby supplies at Timmy Henderson's birthday party.

Power flooded through her—warm and fierce and protective. It settled in her chest like a second heartbeat.

A rip in reality itself tore open in the middle of the backyard, bleeding purple light and that awful static sound. The edges crackled with energy, sparking and hissing like a downed power line.

The monsters—formerly parents—screamed as they were dragged toward it. They clawed at the grass, leaving furrows in the perfect lawn. Mr. Martinez dug his claws into the earth, his phone forgotten, but it wasn't enough. Mrs. Henderson's monster-form reached toward the children, black eyes fixed on June with something that might have been recognition. Might have been pleading. Then one by one, they vanished into the light, their screams cutting off abruptly.

The portal snapped shut with a sound like thunder.

And then, silence.

June stood in the middle of the Hendersons' backyard, surrounded by six terrified children, holding a glowing sippy cup, with a blue box floating in her vision telling her she'd just unlocked a class called "Caregiver."

"Did you just kill a clown?" Sam asked, voice cracking.

June looked at him.

Then at the house, which was suddenly darker, longer, wrong. The windows were black. The door hung crooked. The white siding had turned gray and cracked.

Then at the notification that appeared:

[QUEST RECEIVED]
Tutorial: Survive the First Night
Objective: Keep your party alive until dawn
Reward: 100 XP, Safe Zone (Tier 1)
Failure: Death
Time Remaining: 9 hours, 47 minutes

Good luck! You're going to need it.


"Yes," June said. "I killed a clown. Now everyone inside. Now."

For once, they didn't argue.


  
    Chapter 2: Initialization
The kids huddled behind June at the back door, none of them willing to take the first step inside.

June couldn't blame them. Every instinct she had was screaming at her to run—the hairs on her arms standing straight up, that sixth sense she'd learned to trust over seven years of watching children prickling at the base of her skull. Wrong. Everything felt wrong about this.

But there was nowhere else to go. Behind them, the backyard was a wreck—a traumatic reminder of what had just happened. Shredded birthday decorations dangled from the fence. Chairs lay overturned in the grass. The soil was churned up where the lawn ornaments had ripped themselves free, and she had no idea if those things were coming back. The void had sucked up the monsters—the parents—but for how long? The System's cryptic message about surviving the night echoed in her head. Her gut said they stood a better chance indoors.

So June squared her shoulders, stepped inside, and gasped.

"That's not my house," Timmy whispered, his small hand tightening in hers. "That's not my house, Ms. Weeves."

He was right.

June had been in the Hendersons' house a hundred times. She knew every creaky floorboard, every light switch, every corner where Timmy liked to hide during hide-and-seek. The place was supposed to look like something out of Better Homes & Gardens—all clean lines and tasteful neutrals, the kind of house that cost more than she'd make in a decade.

This wasn't that house.

It looked like a loading screen for a post-apocalyptic horror game. The hallway stretched longer than it should, the perspective warped like a funhouse mirror. The walls seemed to breathe, expanding and contracting with a rhythm that made her dizzy. The beige paint—boring, safe, suburban beige—had darkened to something that looked like old bruises, mottled purple and gray. Shadows pooled in corners that shouldn't have shadows. The family photos on the wall had gone... wrong. The faces blurred, stretched, smiling too wide with too many teeth.

And it was cold.

June's breath misted in front of her face as she herded the kids deeper into the house, white vapor in the darkness. Outside, the silence was somehow worse than screaming would have been.

"Living room," she said, voice steady despite the panic clawing at her throat. "Now."

The kids didn't argue.

Sam half-carried one of the twins, the toddler's weight making him stumble. Maya had the other, speed-walking with the grim determination of someone who'd just realized the rulebook didn't cover this. Bella clung to June's leg, silent for once, her small fingers digging in hard enough to bruise. Timmy's hand was sticky in hers—frosting and terror and sweat.

They reached the living room. June shoved everyone inside and slammed the door. The sound echoed wrong, too loud, too final.

Then she dragged the bookshelf in front of it, her muscles screaming with the effort. Books tumbled to the floor with heavy thuds.

"Ms. Reeves?" Maya's voice was small, stripped of its usual confidence. "What's happening?"

June looked at her. At all of them. Six kids, ages two to thirteen, staring at her with wide, terrified eyes. Their faces were pale in the dim light, shadows pooling under their eyes.

She was twenty-five years old. She had a bachelor's degree in early childhood education and seven years of professional nannying experience. She'd handled tantrums, injuries, emergencies.

She had no idea what to do.

"I don't know," she exhaled. The admission tasted like failure.

A blue box flickered in her vision—the System, still there, still maddeningly persistent:

[REMINDER]
Quest Active: Survive the First Night
Time Remaining: 9 hours, 43 minutes

Tip: You have an INVENTORY. Yes, really. Check it.


Inventory? June blinked at it. She had an inventory? Like a video game character? Since when?

She thought the word, feeling ridiculous: Inventory.

A new window opened. It looked like a video game menu, complete with little icons and item descriptions. The interface glowed softly blue, casting strange shadows on her face.

[INVENTORY]
Diaper Bag of Holding (Equipped)
- Wipes (x47)
- Band-Aids (x23)
- Sippy Cup (Paw Patrol) - Weapon
- Snacks (Goldfish, Fruit Snacks, Crackers)
- First Aid Kit
- Sunscreen (x3)
- Flashlight
- Sewing Kit
- Coffee Thermos (EMPTY) - Critical Item


The coffee thermos was highlighted in red, pulsing like a warning light.

June's eye twitched.

"Okay," she said slowly, her voice tight. "Okay. Everyone sit down. Headcount."

The kids sat on the cold hardwood floor. June counted, pointing at each one.

Timmy. Bella. Liam and Noah (the twins, holding hands so tightly their knuckles were white). Maya. Sam.

Six kids total. All accounted for. All alive. All breathing.

For now.

"Is this a game?" Sam asked. His voice cracked on the last word. "Like, is this VR or something?"

"I don't think so," June said.

"Then what—"

"I don't know!" June snapped. The words came out harsher than she meant. Then, softer, forcing herself to breathe: "I don't know. But we're going to figure it out. Okay?"

Sam nodded, pale, his Adam's apple bobbing as he swallowed hard.

Maya raised her hand, clipboard somehow still clutched in her fingers. "Ms. Reeves, I really think we should—"

"Maya." June looked at her. "I need you to do me a favor."

"What?"

"I need you to not talk for five minutes."

Maya's mouth snapped shut, her jaw clenching.

June took a breath. Then another. Her hands were shaking. She clenched them into fists, nails digging into her palms.

Think. You're a professional. You've handled worse.

(She hadn't handled worse. Nothing was worse than this.)

Focus on what you can control.

She could control the kids. She could keep them calm. She could—

Timmy sneezed.

Fire shot out of his nose.

Actual, literal fire—bright orange flames that smelled like sulfur and burnt hair.

It hit the throw pillow June had been holding and set it ablaze. The fabric caught instantly, flames spreading with a hungry crackle.

"FIRE!" Timmy shrieked, delighted, his eyes wide with wonder. "FIRE PWETTY!"

June stared at the burning pillow, watching the flames dance.

Then at Timmy, whose nose was still smoking slightly.

Then at the notification that appeared:

[CHILD POWER DETECTED]
Party Member: Timmy Henderson (Age 3)
Class: Pyromancer (Level 1)
Status: Uncontrolled
Warning: Keep away from flammable objects.
Recommendation: Teach basic fire safety.


"You've got to be kidding me," June muttered.

She threw the pillow into the fireplace (thankfully empty, the metal grate cold under her hands) and turned back to Timmy.

"No," she said firmly, kneeling to his level. "No fire. Bad fire. We do not sneeze fire indoors."

"But—" Timmy's lower lip trembled, his eyes filling with tears.

"No."

June's heart clenched. She softened her voice, reaching out to cup his sticky cheek. "I know it's scary, buddy. But we need to be careful, okay? Fire is dangerous."

"Fire pwetty," Timmy whispered, sniffling.

"Fire is pretty," June agreed, wiping his nose with a tissue. "But also dangerous. Can you try really hard not to sneeze?"

Timmy nodded, eyes huge and solemn.

June ruffled his hair, feeling the warmth still radiating from his skin. "Good boy."

She stood up and looked at the other kids, her stomach tight with dread. "Anyone else have... powers?"

Silence.

Then Bella raised her hand, small and hesitant.

"I can make things float," she said quietly, her voice barely audible.

"Show me."

Bella pointed at a toy truck. It lifted off the floor, wobbling in the air like it was suspended by invisible strings. The plastic wheels spun slowly.

Then she pointed at the couch.

The couch lifted—all of it, heavy fabric and wood frame rising smoothly into the air.

"Bella—" June started, alarm rising.

Bella pointed at June.

June's feet left the ground. Her stomach dropped as she rose, the sensation of weightlessness making her dizzy.

"BELLA!" June yelped, arms windmilling. "Put me down!"

"Sorry!" Bella dropped her hand, eyes wide with panic.

June crashed to the floor, landing hard on her hip. Pain shot through her leg.

[CHILD POWER DETECTED]
Party Member: Bella Martinez (Age 4)
Class: Poltergeist (Level 3)
Status: Uncontrolled
Warning: High telekinetic potential. Emotional triggers detected.
Recommendation: Teach emotional regulation.


June groaned and stood up, rubbing her bruised hip. "Anyone else?"

The twins raised their hands in unison, moving like mirror images.

"We have friends," they said together, their voices eerily synchronized.

"What kind of friends?"

"Shadow friends."

June's stomach dropped. "Show me."

The twins looked at each other with that uncanny twin communication. Then they turned to the corner of the room—the dark corner, where the shadows pooled thick and black—and whispered something June couldn't hear. The words sounded wrong, like they were spoken backwards.

The shadows moved.

They moved.

Something crawled out of the darkness, pulling itself into reality with wet, squelching sounds. Something small and cat-sized, with too many eyes that glowed faintly red and a mouth that shouldn't exist—all teeth and wrongness.

It padded over to the twins on silent paws and curled up between them, purring. The sound was like gravel in a blender.

[CHILD POWER DETECTED]
Party Members: Liam & Noah (Age 2)
Class: Void Callers (Level 1)
Status: Uncontrolled
Warning: Summoning entities from unknown dimension.
Recommendation: Monitor closely. Very closely.


June stared at the shadow creature, her skin crawling.

It stared back with too many eyes.

"That's... nice," she said weakly, her voice strangled. "Very nice. Good... shadow friend."

The creature purred louder, the sound vibrating through the floor.

June turned to Maya and Sam, hoping desperately for normalcy. "You two?"

Maya frowned, her forehead creasing. "I don't think I have anything."

"Me neither," Sam said, looking relieved.

"Try," June said. "Just... try to do something weird."

Maya closed her eyes, concentrating, her face scrunched up with effort. Nothing happened.

Then she opened them and pointed at the door, her voice taking on that bossy tone June knew so well. "We should establish rules. For safety."

A strip of red tape appeared across the door, glowing faintly.

Actual tape. Glowing, magical, real tape that hummed with energy.

[CHILD POWER DETECTED]
Party Member: Maya Parker (Age 10)
Class: Junior Ranger (Level 2)
Status: Controlled
Ability: Protocol - Creates barriers using "Red Tape"


"Huh," Maya said, staring at her hand like it belonged to someone else. "That's... actually really useful."

June laughed. It came out slightly hysterical, edged with panic. "Yeah. Yeah, it is."

She turned to Sam, who looked suddenly nervous. "Your turn."

Sam stood up, wiping his palms on his jeans. "Okay. Uh. Let me try..."

He closed his eyes, his face tight with concentration.

Nothing happened.

Then he flickered.

For just a second, he was gone. Invisible. The space where he'd been standing was empty, wrong. Then he reappeared, stumbled, and threw up on the carpet with a wet splatter.

[CHILD POWER DETECTED]
Party Member: Sam Thornton (Age 13)
Class: Shadowblade (Level 1)
Status: Uncontrolled
Abilities: Shadow Step (Teleportation), Invisibility
Side Effect: Nausea
Recommendation: Practice on empty stomach.


"Gross," Bella said, wrinkling her nose.

Sam wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his face pale and sweaty. "That was... actually kind of cool."

"That was gross," Bella repeated, scooting away from the mess.

June grabbed some wipes from the Diaper Bag and cleaned up the mess, the sharp smell of vomit mixing with the lingering sulfur from Timmy's fire. Her hands were still shaking, but she had something to focus on now. A task. A problem she could solve.

Okay. Okay. Six kids with superpowers. One nanny with a sippy cup. Nine hours until dawn.

You can do this.

She pulled out her phone. No signal. Of course not. The screen showed zero bars, the battery draining faster than it should.

She checked the windows, pulling back the curtain slightly. The purple sky was darkening to something deeper, more ominous. Night was coming, bringing shadows that moved on their own.

And outside, in the yard, in the street, things were moving. Shadows and shapes and creatures that shouldn't exist, their forms shifting and wrong.

June pulled the curtains closed, her heart hammering.

"Alright," she said, turning back to the kids, forcing her voice to stay steady. "New plan. We're going to stay in this room until morning. We're going to be quiet. We're going to be safe."

"What about our parents?" Maya asked quietly, her voice small and lost.

June's throat tightened, grief and guilt mixing with the fear.

She thought about Mrs. Henderson's claws, black and dripping. Mr. Martinez's transformation, bones cracking like dry wood. The portal that had swallowed them all, their screams cutting off into silence.

"They'll be back soon," she lied, the words tasting like ash.

Maya didn't look convinced. But she nodded, her jaw tight.

"I'm hungry," Timmy said, his voice plaintive.

"Me too," Bella added, her stomach growling audibly.

June checked her inventory. Snacks. She had snacks.

"Okay," she said. "Snack time. Then we figure out what to do next."

She pulled out the Goldfish crackers and started distributing them, the familiar orange fish crackers feeling surreal in this nightmare.

As she did

[SKILL ACTIVATED]
Snack Time (Level 1)
Effect: Party members receive +5% HP regeneration for 1 hour
Morale: Improved
Cost: 1 Snack Item

Note: Food is love. Love is power.
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