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So you think you know Homerooms & Hall Passes, huh? Well, think again, pal, because you don’t know diddly-squat about the new and improved Advanced Homerooms & Hall Passes! Think you’re ready to kick the greatest fantasy nonadventure game of all time up a notch? Welcome to high school.

—Excerpt from The Advanced Hall Master’s Guide


FOUR YOUNG ADVENTURERS TRUDGED across a torrid wasteland. The scorching sun seemed to fill the sky above them. All around, shimmering dunes stretched out as far as the eye could see. The only landmarks here were the quickly fading tracks they left in the sand behind them.

“Onward, comrades,” said Vela the Valiant, paladin and leader of the band. “We must not lose hope.”

“Can’t lose what you don’t have,” said Sorrowshade, the gloom elf assassin, mopping her brow with a corner of her cloak. “I can admit wearing all black on this quest was a mistake, but Vela, how can you can have on armor in this heat?”

“It is not for a Knight of the Golden Sun to complain,” said Vela. “But I will admit, there are some, ah, chafing issues.”

“I just sneezed and nothing but dust came out,” said Devis, the party’s wily thief. “We better find this dungeon soon, because we’re completely out of water.” He dangled an empty waterskin upside down.

“Bah!” said Thromdurr, the mighty barbarian. “Water is for the weak! If I grow thirsty, I shall slurp the blood of my enemies!”

“Gross,” said Sorrowshade as she surveyed the empty horizon. “Also, what enemies? There’s nobody here. There’s nothing but sand, sand, and more sand.”

“We are not lost,” said Vela, perhaps a tad too quickly. “Though it took us many months of adventuring, we collected all of the nine Sacred Keys, and we have journeyed to the very heart of the Blazing Barrens. The Sanctum of the Shifting Sands shall reveal itself soon.”

“Before or after we die of thirst?” said Devis, plopping down on the hot ground to rest or possibly expire.

“You shall not perish, little friend!” cried Thromdurr. “For I see an enemy full of thirst-quenching blood out yonder!”

“Nope,” said Sorrowshade, whose eyes were far keener than those of her human companions. “That’s just a pile of sand.”

“Ah,” said Thromdurr, continuing to search the landscape. “Well, is that a fearsome foe, mayhap?”

“No,” said Sorrowshade. “That’s different sand.”

“Curses!” said Thromdurr. “But, wait, surely that dark speck, there, must be an adversary.”

“Just a rock,” said Sorrowshade. “I truly cannot imagine what it must be like to barely be able to see what’s a mile in front of your face—”

“Did you say a rock?” asked Vela. “Legend tells of a rock, average in size and ordinary in appearance, that marks the hidden entrance to the sanctum!”

The paladin began to stride, then run, toward the distant speck, and the rest of the party quickly followed. Once Vela reached it—truly as unremarkable a rock as any the adventurers had ever encountered—she counted out forty steps due west and plunged her hand into a tall dune. At first she found nothing. Then a smile spread across her face as she brushed away the sand to reveal a heavy door made of bronze. Sure enough, it had nine keyholes.

“Behold,” said Vela. “The Sanctum of the Shifting Sands.”

“Well done, paladin!” said Thromdurr, cuffing her on the back. “You have truly—”

“Hold that thought,” said Vela. “I just need to jot this down in my Journal of Deeds before I forget.” Vela produced a small leather-bound book and a quill pen from her pack. “Located . . . long-lost . . . mythical . . . dungeon,” she said as she wrote. Then she signed and dated the entry and got a witness (Sorrowshade) to initial beside it.

“Now then,” said Vela. “What were you about to say, Thromdurr?”

“—outdone yourself this time!” said Thromdurr.

“Thank you, comrade,” said Vela. “I only hope the Order of the Golden Sun is as impressed.”

“Didn’t you just earn a new rank from them?” said Sorrowshade. “Do you think another meaningless promotion will somehow distract you from the long, boring slog toward the grave?”

“Hopefully!” said Vela. “And I didn’t just earn the rank. It’s been nine whole weeks since I made Justiciar of Honor and Virtue. I cannot rest on my laurels.”

“Bah!” said Thromdurr. “Climbing some imaginary ladder does not a hero make. ’Tis the glory of your exploits themselves that make them worth doing!”

“Personally, I prefer monetary compensation,” said Devis. “Speaking of which, let’s hit this temple that’s supposedly filled with treasure beyond all imagining?” Despite his advanced dehydration, the thief was somehow drooling at the thought of so much gold. “I need to get my hands on that sweet, sweet loot. I hereby officially call dibs on any enchanted daggers, flasks of fleetness, cloaks of covertness, sandals of levitation, rat-summoning flutes, magic war hammers, and/or genie lamps we find.”

“Wait,” said Thromdurr. “Why should you get magic war hammers?”

Devis shrugged. “I dunno. I’m thinking using a war hammer could be my new thing.”

“But it is already my old thing!” said Thromdurr. “None can deny that I am the war hammerer of this group!”

“Look,” said Devis, “as the bard in my old party always used to say, ‘There are no original ideas—’”

“Fine, then!” roared Thromdurr. “I hereby call dibs on all gold we find herein. How does that sound, thief?”

“You can’t call dibs on gold,” said Devis, shaking his head. “That’s absurd. Totally against the spirit of dibs.”

“You are inventing the rules of dibs as you go along!” said Thromdurr. “’Tis trickery meant to deceive a simple warrior like me!”

“You’re so right,” said Devis. “You are simple.”

“Foolish mortals,” said Sorrowshade, “arguing over riches you don’t yet possess. Money can’t buy happiness. Though, if this dungeon is as loaded as they say, I have always wanted to own my own castle. Somewhere dark, crumbling, preferably haunted. A nice, quiet place to just brood.”

“I am sure we will find rewards aplenty,” said Vela, “But do not forget the true reason we came here: to destroy the ancient evil that resides within.”

“Sure, yep, uh-huh, the evil. Hate the evil,” said Devis, still daydreaming about mounds of loot. “Ooh, just remembered I also need a cap of invisibility. Somebody write that down.”

No one did. Instead, the heroes made their final preparations for the adventure ahead.

“Are we ready, comrades?” said Vela. “Torches?”

“Obviously,” said Sorrowshade.

“Rations?” said Vela.

“We’re really counting rations?” said Devis, rolling his eyes as he checked his pack. “Ugh. Okay, fine. Yes, we have enough rations.”

“And is anyone currently afflicted with any persistent conditions such as temporary blindness, petrification, or magically induced fear?” said Vela.

The others shook their heads.

“Well then,” said Vela, “may the Powers of Light guide our way.” The paladin turned toward the dungeon entrance.

“Wait,” said Thromdurr. “Before we enter in, can you tell us anything of the evil we will face? The elders of the Sky Bear clan have a saying: ‘Knowledge is the deadliest weapon (apart from swords, war hammers, axes, spears, morning stars, and ballistae).”

Vela shrugged. “No one knows for sure the nature of that which haunts this dungeon. Only that it guards an item of immense power.”

“Cha-ching,” said Devis.

Sorrowshade dramatically threw up the hood of her cloak. “Perhaps the true evil is the greed that lurks within each of our hearts.”

The heroes all looked at one another.

Vela cleared her throat. “No, I suspect it is more likely some sort of extra-large monster that will be difficult for us to defeat.”

“Well, we will either vanquish the beast and emerge victorious or die the death of heroes and our names will live on in legend,” said Thromdurr. “So I call it a win-win!”

“Into darkness then?” said Sorrowshade.

And so the party of adventurers inserted the Nine Sacred Keys into their Nine Sacred Keyholes to open the great bronze door. And they descended into the fabled Sanctum of the Shifting Sands, a labyrinthine temple of sandstone and glittering lapis lazuli. And there they did face many dangers. They were ambushed by a pack of magically animated jackal-headed statues, and they triggered a devilish trap that filled the room with sand, which was quite thematic. To disarm it, they were forced to decode a tile puzzle written in the hieroglyphics of a long-lost civilization (the solution was “Owl,” “Owl,” “Viper,” “Eyeball,” “Owl”). And indeed, they did accumulate much treasure along the way, filling their packs and pockets with coins and gemstones and fine jewelry.

Yet still they pressed on, till they came to a great stone doorway that was guarded by an evil sphinx, who posed a fiendish riddle to any who would pass. And when the party could not solve the riddle (the answer was “Sand”), they were at a bit of an impasse and it was slightly awkward. Even the sphinx seemed a little annoyed with them and gave them a few extra hints, to no avail. So at last they shrugged and simply attacked the creature (who, again, was quite evil!) and defeated it after a harrowing fight.

And here on the threshold, the heroes took a short rest to recuperate from their injuries before exploring further. While Devis power napped and Thromdurr quietly sang an ode to the great Sky Bear while he slathered on more muscle oil, Sorrowshade silently crept toward Vela as the paladin prayed to the Powers of Light.

“Look at this,” said Sorrowshade, holding out a scrap of parchment.

“What is it?” said Vela. “A map?”

“No,” said Sorrowshade, nodding toward the other two, “and keep your voice down.”

Vela held the parchment close to the light of her sputtering torch. It read:

Warm and soft; they love to bound.

Puppies make the world go round.

Little noses, cold and wet—

Puppies are my favorite pet.

“What is this?” said Vela.

“A poem. Some pathetic, starry-eyed naïf must have written it,” said Sorrowshade. “It sickens me. Do you like it?”

“I cannot lie,” said Vela. “It is a tad saccharine. Even for me—”

“I wrote it!” hissed Sorrowshade.

The paladin was shocked. “Sorrowshade, I had no idea you had poetical aspirations. Nor a favorite pet. If you had pressed me, I suppose I would have guessed some sort of blind, venomous eel.”

“I know,” said Sorrowshade. “It’s not like me at all. I’ve been feeling strange lately. Like I don’t totally hate everything? It’s awful.”

“Perhaps,” said Vela, “you are feeling . . . happy?”

“Ugh,” said Sorrowshade. “Like you?”

Vela nodded.

“Is there a way to get rid of it?” said Sorrowshade.

“We cannot always control our feelings,” said Vela. “Sometimes the best we can do is try to understand them.”

“Okay, what you said did irritate me a little,” said Sorrowshade. “It’s a start.”

And the gloom elf spoke no more of the matter. Though Vela did catch her out of the corner of her eye setting the scrap of parchment alight with her torch.

Rested and re-oiled, the adventuring party continued through the great stone doorway to the very heart of the subterranean complex. They came to a sheer ledge with a perilous rope bridge crossing a fathomless pit. Carefully they traversed the chasm, and on the other side they found a semicircular chamber lined with hundreds of sarcophagi—the final resting place of the forgotten pharaohs and queens who had built the place.

And there, upon a stone pedestal ahead, stood the prize of the Sanctum of the Shifting Sands: a splendid battle axe, illuminated by a slanting shaft of sunlight from somewhere far above.

Vela’s eyes widened. “I know this weapon,” said the paladin. “It is the Axe of Destiny!”

“Pure mithril with gold inlay and an emerald the size of a goose egg stuck in the pommel,” said Devis. “I’d have to consult my magic item price guide, but I’d say it’s the Axe of Early Retirement.”

“I call dibs on axes!” cried Thromdurr.

“Aw, come on,” said Devis, throwing his hands up.

But the barbarian was already striding toward the weapon.

“It’s clearly an ancient relic of incredible power,” said Devis, trotting after him. “So we need to sell it to the highest bidder and split the money!”

“Comrades, we simply cannot barter away such a remarkable weapon,” said Vela, who hurried after the other two. “The Axe of Destiny has a higher purpose. According to legend, its wielder can turn the tide of one unwinnable battle. At a critical moment it could stanch the onslaught of evil!”

“Or, and hear me out on this one,” said Devis, “each of us could buy a boat.”

“As usual, you mortals ignore the obvious,” said Sorrowshade, whose keen eyes darted around the chamber as she drew her bow.

“What is that, elf?” said Thromdurr as he grabbed the handle of the axe and pulled.

“Do you truly think we can just waltz in here, grab the priceless artifact, and be on our merry way without facing the ancient evil of the temple?” said Sorrowshade.

“Huh?” said Thromdurr, straining with all his might. “Was not the sphinx the evil?”

“It was certainly rude,” said Devis. “I mean, if four professional adventurers can’t guess your dungeon riddle, maybe it’s not their fault. Maybe it’s yours and you need to rethink—oh.” The thief slapped his forehead. “Guys, the answer was ‘Sand.’”

“Sand!” said Vela and Thromdurr in unison, slapping their foreheads as well.

And at this moment the Axe of Destiny came free from the pedestal with an audible click.

“Still, all is well that ends well,” said Thromdurr. “The axe is ours.”

And the barbarian held the battle axe above his head. The weapon gleamed in the shaft of improbable sunlight, and none who saw it could deny that it looked extremely heroic. But Sorrowshade’s eyes were elsewhere.

“It’s not the end,” said the gloom elf, nocking an arrow. “We’re just getting started.”

The other heroes turned to see that all the sarcophagi lining the walls of the chamber had opened. Each contained a desiccated figure, clad in rotting bandages and royal garb. Their sunken eyes glowed red with hatred for the living. The corpses began to lurch toward the adventurers.

“Mummies!” said Vela. “Don’t look them directly in the eyes. That’s how they use their curse power, which they can each do three times a day. To destroy a mummy, you must strike for the heart. Now, Sorrowshade, you strafe left. Devis, you strafe right. I’ll press down the middle and attempt to rebuke them with my holy symbol to create an opening for—”

“DIE AGAIN, DUSTY GHOULS!” roared Thromdurr, swinging the Axe of Destiny with both hands and charging forward.

“Thomdurr, no!” cried Vela. “If the Axe of Destiny is wielded in a battle that is not unwinnable, it will curse its wielder with certain defeat!”

“Kind of a lot of rules for an axe,” said Devis.

“BAH! I COULD BEAT THEM WITH MY BARE HANDS!” bellowed Thromdurr, dropping the axe and unslinging his mighty croquet mallet. “BUT BONESHATTER II WILL BE FASTER!”

And so the four heroes fought a desperate battle against the ancient queens and pharaohs of the Sanctum of the Shifting Sands. Sorrowshade’s arrows flew fast, pincushioning their undead foes, while Thromdurr’s mallet swatted them down in twos and threes. Devis the thief fought with guile and finesse, while Vela the Valiant called upon the Powers of Light to sear the vile creatures with luminous power from her holy symbol. Yet each time a mummy was defeated, it was only a moment until it rose again to attack with renewed vigor. And as the battle raged on, the heroes found themselves on the defensive, guzzling healing potions, forced to fight enemies they had already beaten.

It was only then that Vela put together that the horrid creatures didn’t carry their hearts within their bodies. And while the others kept up the fight, Devis snuck from sarcophagus to sarcophagus, smashing clay jars until he found the particular vessel that held each monarch’s dried-out heart. And in this way, one by one, were the mummies truly defeated.

The party was victorious, but the battle had taken its toll. Vela’s sword had been broken in the fight, and Sorrowshade had used all but four of her arrows. Thromdurr bled from a dozen wounds, and Devis’s pockets were so filled with gold and jewels plundered from the sarcophagi that he could barely move.

“Okay,” said the paladin, exhausted from the fighting. “Those mummies must have been the true evil of the Sanctum of the Shifting Sands.”

And that was when the giant scorpion appeared.

“Seriously?” said Devis.

A colossal arthropod the size of a horse cart scuttled up from the dark pit they had crossed. In front it had two pincers, big enough to shear a person in half. In the back, it had a stinger full of deadly poison that could strike at its enemies lightning quick. Worst of all, the monster had blocked the heroes’ only exit from the chamber, back across the rope bridge.

Vela charged in, wielding her broken sword. A slashing strike from the scorpion’s pincer tore a wicked gash across her chest, while she barely managed to raise her shield in time to avoid the deadly stinger. Thromdurr swung his mallet, yet the creature’s chitinous shell was as tough as plate armor and the haft of Boneshatter II snapped. The scorpion barely seemed to notice. As Devis watched Sorrowshade’s last four arrows ricochet off the monster’s hide, he knew his own daggers would be of little use.

The scorpion danced back, surprisingly agile for a creature its size, still blocking the bridge. In its crude intelligence it knew the weary heroes’ attacks were ineffective and was content to bide its time and pick them off one by one.

“I am sorry to have led you here,” said Vela as she regrouped with the others. “We cannot win. Nor can we hope to escape.”

“Sounds pretty unwinnable to me,” said Devis. “Would now be a good time to break out the good old Axe of Destiny, or what?”

Vela sighed, uncertain, and picked up the enchanted weapon, but Thromdurr stopped her.

“Nay,” said Thromdurr. “We cannot risk the axe’s curse. There is a way to win this fight. Though the price will be great.” The barbarian threw down his broken croquet mallet. “Know that I have valued my time with you more than gold or precious salves. Truly, in your own way, each of you has the spirit of a warrior. Tell the same to the wizard Albiorix, if you ever see him again.”

“Thromdurr, what are you saying?” cried Vela.

“FOR THE SKY BEAR!” bellowed Thromdurr.

Before anyone could stop him, the barbarian charged toward the giant scorpion. Instantly it snapped a pincer around his chest, pinning him tight. Thromdurr winced as the barbs bit into his flesh, but somehow he kept pressing forward. Though caught in the monster’s iron grasp, he used his incredible strength to force the creature backward a single step. Then, two steps. Then three . . .

“Look!” cried Devis. “He’s unblocked the bridge.”

“The fool is sacrificing himself to save the rest of us,” said Sorrowshade.

Tears welled in Vela’s eyes. “I cannot leave him here to die!”

“We have to!” cried Devis, who was already emptying his pockets of their burden of treasure as he darted toward the bridge. “Or the rest of us will die too!”

“The fool,” hissed Sorrowshade. And she raced after the thief.

Vela waited another instant, agonizing over what to do. She closed her eyes.

“By the Powers of Light,” said Vela, “I swear your sacrifice will not have been in vain.”

And Vela followed the others. As they sped across the swaying bridge, she gave one last look over her shoulder.

Thromdurr still stood on the lip of the chasm, crushed in the scorpion’s claw. Yet even in his pain, he managed a smile. His eyes met Vela’s.

“Go,” said Thromdurr. “But do not forget me.”

And at that moment, the scorpion plunged its stinger into the barbarian’s heart. Instantly Thromdurr’s skin turned a sickly gray from its venom. He stumbled a half step and his eyes rolled back in his head.

“No,” said Vela under her breath.

But Thromdurr didn’t give up. Though poison coursed through his system, the barbarian blinked and shook his head.

“YOU ARE A WORTHY FOE, PINCER BEAST,” roared the barbarian at the giant scorpion. “BUT SO AM I. PERHAPS WE SHALL FIGHT AGAIN IN THE UNDERWORLD!”

And with his last ounce of strength, Thromdurr forced the giant scorpion over the edge of the pit. Vela watched the pair of them plummet away into darkness and certain death.

And so Thromdurr, son of Heimdurr, berserker of the Sky Bear clan and barbarian of the Steppes of Ursk, gave his life to save three others.
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A word of warning to the faint of heart: Blowing It is much, much easier in Advanced Homerooms & Hall Passes. Players who expect a friendly Hall Master to hold their widdle-biddy baby hands and fudge the rolls to save them are in for a rude awakening! When you run this game, your goal is to depict the merciless challenges of high school no matter how arbitrary, harsh or unfair. Every time one of your players has to roll up a new character, you can take pride in a job well done. . . .

—Excerpt from The Advanced Hall Master’s Guide


“OKAY, FOR A ROUTINE resurrection spell,” said the Priest of Light, “that’s going to run you eight thousand six hundred and forty-four gold pieces.”

There was a moment of awkward silence.

“. . . Excuse me, how much?” said Vela.

“Eight thousand six hundred and forty-four gold pieces,” said the priest.

Vela frowned. Sorrowshade whistled. Devis rubbed his temples. The three of them stood in the grand Temple of Light in the city of Far Draïz. Their fourth companion—what was left of him, anyway—lay on a table nearby.

“And why, exactly, does resurrection cost that much?” said Devis, gritting his teeth.

The priest blinked. “We are literally bringing a soul back from the dead and . . . and the ritual uses a lot of incense.”

“Please excuse us for a moment,” said Vela. “My comrades and I must confer.”

The adventurers removed themselves to the far side of the chamber, while the priest rocked on his heels and tried not to eavesdrop.

“Look,” said Devis, “Thromdurr was great. He really was. But I think he would want us to try to move on and enjoy our lives without him.”

“Devis!” cried Vela.

“We went to the trouble of climbing down a three-hundred-foot pit, fishing all the Thromdurr bits out of the giant scorpion goo, and lugging his incredibly heavy remains the whole way back across the desert to civilization,” said Sorrowshade. “So if we actually don’t bring him back to life, at this point, I’m going to be really, really annoyed.”

“But death is a part of life,” said Devis. “Pretty sure that was a Snow Badger clan thing that my old buddy Thromdurr always used to say. He was wise, in his dumb way.”

“He paid the ultimate price to save all of us!” said Vela. “That would have been a total party kill back there.”

“I know, I know,” said Devis. “And I think the best way to repay that sacrifice is if we all got our own boats. I’m thinking of calling mine the Loud Barbarian. Pretty poignant, huh?”

“Look, I hate to put a damper on things,” said Sorrowshade, “but do we even have enough money?”

The adventurers ran a quick inventory of all the treasure they had recovered from the Sanctum of the Shifting Sands—magnificent goblets, beautiful jewelry, gleaming crowns and scepters, and coins of ancient mint. Setting aside the Axe of Destiny, which Vela would only sell or barter as a last resort, the grand loot total came to 10,665 gold pieces. It was enough. As they counted out enough treasure to pay the priest, Devis closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear to watch.

And so the Priest of Light pulled closed the sacred curtain and the adventurers listened to him chant a holy ritual in Celaestine, the language of the divine, and indeed a thick cloud of incense filled the room. And after five minutes or so, the priest yanked the curtain back with a flourish. The resurrection was complete.

“WHOA!” said Thromdurr, sitting bolt upright.

“Welcome back, buddy,” said Devis. “You owe me two thousand one hundred and sixty-one gold pieces.”

“WHAT?” said Thromdurr.

“Sorry to rip you from the velvet embrace of death,” said Sorrowshade. “How was the afterlife? Was it dark? Tell me it was dark.”

“I DON’T REMEMBER!” said Thromdurr, leaping to his feet. “DID I KILL THE SCORPION THING? WHERE AM I? I’M STILL PRETTY AMPED UP FROM THAT FIGHT! MY FEET FEEL WEIRD!”

Vela put a hand on the barbarian’s arm to calm him. “You gave your life to save us all.”

“THE ULTIMATE HERO’S DEATH!” roared Thromdurr. The barbarian did a heroic fist pump.

“Is the yelling a side effect of the resurrection?” asked Sorrowshade.

“No, I think that is merely his personality,” said the priest.

And so the party of adventurers made their way toward the exit. As they did, the Priest of Light stood by the door and cleared his throat and held out his hand. There was another awkward moment of silence.

“Seriously?” said Devis. “You want a tip?”

The Priest said nothing. But he did not retract his hand.

Vela fished into her coin purse. “How much do people usually, ah . . . ?”

“Twenty percent is customary,” said the priest. “But whatever you feel won’t risk the wrath of the gods.”

“The Cloak of Covertness is eight hundred gold pieces,” said the merchant.

“Mmm,” said Devis. “And do you have any sort of installment plan?”

The merchant’s eyes narrowed.

“How much for a three-month lease?” said Devis.

The merchant folded the magic cloak and put it away. Devis moved on through the market warren of Far Draïz, a winding maze of shop stalls shaded from the blazing sun.

After the cost of Thromdurr’s resurrection spell (plus gratuity) the grand total of their dungeon haul came to 293 gold pieces. Divided four ways, each of the adventurers received 73 ¼ gold pieces for their efforts. Not a great return on the months of work they’d put into finding the keys and the Sanctum of the Shifting Sands. Devis was grumbling to himself about this very subject as he caught up with his other companions.

Sorrowshade was eyeing a pair of matte black krakenskin boots she couldn’t afford. Vela had given up on purchasing a new shield and was haggling uncomfortably with a blacksmith over the cost of getting her old shield unbent. And Thromdurr the barbarian was, for the fifth or sixth time since they had left the Temple of Light, recounting his amazing death.

“And then . . . I was all like, ‘Run, little friends! Run for your tiny lives! Thromdurr the barbarian will save you!’” cried Thromdurr.

“Not exactly how I remember it,” said Sorrowshade.

“And you all fled like rabbits—”

“We didn’t flee like rabbits,” said Sorrowshade.

“Fine! Like mice, then!” cried Thromdurr. “You fled like timid mice and left me to face the monstrosity alone: a scorpion the size of a galley ship. . . .”

“It was nowhere near that big,” said Sorrowshade.

“He’s still talking about this, huh?” said Devis.

Sorrowshade nodded and pantomimed shooting a bow and arrow at her own head, as Thromdurr continued his tale, oblivious to who was listening.

“Well, I got a lightly used longsword and my shield unbent for only five gold pieces,” said Vela as she rejoined them. The paladin squinted at her shield, which honestly still looked a bit off.

“I bought some new arrows and some foot salve,” said Sorrowshade. “My old boots make blisters.”

“You know, the bard in my last party had a policy,” said Devis. “When we went on a quest, everyone just kept whatever treasure they found. It worked out fine.”

“Truly?” said Vela. “It seems such a rule would create an atmosphere of ruthless backstabbing and intraparty conflict.”

“Those were the days,” said Devis, wiping the corner of his eye.

“Well, if we pool all the money we have left, I believe we can afford two healing potions,” said Vela. “We drank our last ones in the dungeon.”

And so they did.

“Well, this adventure has been a total bust,” said Sorrowshade. “Predictable.”

“I disagree,” said Vela. “We recovered the Axe of Destiny and destroyed the evil of the Sanctum of the Shifting Sands!”

“That evil wasn’t bothering anybody,” said Sorrowshade, kicking a pebble.

“Ooh, that reminds me,” said Vela. The paladin brought out her Journal of Deeds and began to write down the party’s exploits in the dungeon. “Hopefully this will be enough for the Order of the Golden Sun.”

“. . . and the beast plunged its stinger into my very heart!” cried Thromdurr, who was still telling his story. “The heart! One of my most vital internal organs, dear friends!”

“Sorry, I’m just going to use my last three coppers to buy some cotton balls to stick into my ears,” said Devis.

And so the party of bold adventurers made their way out of the market warren and onward to whatever challenge awaited them next. Though they could not guess it would find them so soon.

At the edge of the market, a merchant with a large and colorful headdress stepped in front of them, blocking their way.

“Greetings, friends,” she said. “Might I interest you in my wares? They are unique among all the sellers of this bazaar.”

“Sorry, but we are a bit tapped out at the moment,” said Vela. “Perhaps next time.”

“Truly you do not want to miss these items,” said the merchant. “We have treasures from lands far away. Behold!”

And with a flourish, she waved to a nearby table. On it was a pair of sneakers. Beside that was a hoodie with the words Pine Hill High School emblazoned on it. And beside that was a Spinco Roastmeister home rotisserie, still in the box.

The adventurers all looked at each other.

“Mmm,” said the merchant, with a little smile. “Something has caught your eye.”

“It has,” said Vela. Her voice sounded uneasy.

The paladin picked up a smartphone from the corner of the table. It was in a protective case with a shiny holographic pattern. On the back was a goofy, faded Oink Pop pig sticker. The entire party recognized the object.

It was June Westray’s phone.
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Big Surprises are a huge part of what makes Advanced Homerooms & Hall Passes so much more fun than the dumb old games your grandsire used to play! As Hall Master, you must always be ready to spring something totally unexpected on your players. Ideally, you want to keep them perpetually disoriented and occasionally terrified. . . .

—Excerpt from The Advanced Hall Master’s Guide


THE OLD BLIND MAN sat by the fire of the tavern, his raven croaking on his shoulder. Outside, a thunderstorm raged.

“Come hither, me lad, and I’ll tell you a tale,” said the old man, stroking his long white beard. “A tale of treasure lost and glory found; a tale of two star-crossed lovers, one a doughty dwarf, the other a lizard woman most fair, who together discovered an ancient kingdom beneath the—”

“Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude,” said Albiorix, cutting the man off, “but is this going to be a quest?”

The old man blinked. “Well, yes.”

“I don’t do quests,” said Albiorix.

“Strange,” said the old man, “you have the brave—”

“—and hardy look of an adventurer,” said Albiorix, finishing the man’s sentence. “I know. I think maybe what you’re reacting to is that all my clothes look sort of wizard-y.”

The man nodded. “Are ye not a wizard?”

“Nope. Common mistake,” said Albiorix. “I’m a tavern lad. Speaking of which, can I take your order?”

The old man seemed a bit flustered. “Er, sorry, I hadn’t thought about it yet. I was preparing my quest pitch, you see.”

“Do you need a few more minutes to decide?” said Albiorix.

“No, no, I’ll just go with the mutton shank,” said the old man.

“An excellent choice,” said Albiorix. “And anything to drink? Or are we just going to stick with water tonight?”

“Water is fine,” said the old man.

“Water is fine,” repeated his raven.

Albiorix relayed the order to the innkeeper of the Wyvern’s Wrist, whose name was Frumhilde.

“Did you tell him about the specials?” said Frumhilde.

Albiorix slapped his forehead. “I forgot to mention the ambrosia-glazed cockatrice in lotus fruit reduction.”

“That were yesterday’s special,” said Frumhilde, gritting her teeth. “Today it’s boiled yams.”

Albiorix apologized again and grabbed the food for his other two tables. He delivered a rare aurochs steak to a noblewoman whose ancestral lands had been overrun by bloodthirsty hobgoblins, and a small fruit salad to a hobgoblin whose cavern home had been overrun by bloodthirsty humans. Albiorix politely declined their quests, for the second time, as he refilled their drinks.

After Albiorix lost his apprenticeship with the Archmage Velaxis, Frumhilde had taken pity on him and offered him a job as a tavern lad. She’d even given him free lodging in the dusty attic of the Wyvern’s Wrist. Though she apparently had a soft spot for him, it turned out that Albiorix wasn’t an especially good tavern lad. He often mixed up orders and forgot to upsell the customers from ordering the house mead. Once he’d spilled an entire bowl of turnip soup all over the lap of a Ytherian warlord and had to talk the man down from returning with his howling armies to burn the place to the ground and pillage the surrounding countryside.

And then there were the quests. All day long Albiorix got quests thrown at him in the form of rumors, cryptic letters, crumbling maps, and the hardest of all to refuse: sob stories. Part of Albiorix really wanted to help those in need, but he just wasn’t an adventurer anymore.

He didn’t have the inclination. He didn’t have an adventuring party. And at a practical level, since his apprenticeship had ended, his magical skills had gotten very rusty indeed. He occasionally tried a little something from his spellbook in the privacy of his attic room. Often the spell simply fizzled. When he did manage to cast the spell, it was usually somehow off. His lightning bolts arced backward and ended up shocking him. His conjured fog clouds had an incredibly unpleasant odor, like damp bugbear in summer. He created the illusion of a dancing frog but somehow ended up quadrupling the length of his own tongue, a side effect that luckily wore off after a few days. Without the Archmage breathing down his neck, Albiorix found the necessary mystical meditations and endless practice of wizardry to be very tedious.

It wasn’t that Albiorix saw tavern lad as a long-term career path. He just didn’t quite know what else to do with himself. He missed his old party. He missed the Realm of Suburbia. He missed June Westray.

So the former wizard spent his free time trying to design his own game. Conscious of not hewing too close to Homerooms & Hall Passes—how could he compete with the greatest game ever?—Albiorix was working on an abstract board game he called Octagono. The object was for each player to maneuver all of their octagons into their corral while preventing their opponents’ octagons from preventing their octagons from entering their corral. Or their opponents’ corral.

That was the simplest way Albiorix had of explaining it, at least. By the time he had gotten that far, most listeners’ eyes had glazed over. Frumhilde occasionally told him to read the rules of Octagono aloud when she wanted to clear out the tavern common room of the Wyvern’s Wrist at the end of the night. All but one of the people Albiorix had invited to “playtest” Octagono with him had politely told him it was the most boring, unfun, overly complicated nonsense they had ever encountered. None had ever asked to play it again. A few had never even spoken to him again. So it was clear he still had a little more work to do on the game.

As Albiorix was delivering the mutton shank to the old man with his raven, thunder crashed. The door of the tavern blew open dramatically. Four rain-soaked figures stood in the darkness outside. Albiorix cursed his luck. It was a slow night. But more patrons at the Wyvern’s Wrist likely meant more quests he would be forced to awkwardly decline.

But when the new arrivals stepped into the light and warmth of the inn, Albiorix saw four familiar faces: a noble paladin, a dour gloom elf, a shifty thief, and a hulking barbarian.

“Well met, Albiorix,” said Vela with a smile.

“Don’t you ‘well met’ me. Come in here for the real thing!” said Albiorix as he hugged them all. “Welcome, welcome! Have a seat! Dinner’s on me!”

“Normally, I would politely decline such an offer,” said Vela. “But . . .”

“We’re broke,” said Devis.

“No worries. No worries at all,” said Albiorix. “Here, let’s get you out of those wet cloaks. The special today is boiled yams!”

Albiorix seated his friends, and together they feasted. In fact, he was a little surprised about how hungrily they gobbled their food. Devis must not have been joking about the state of their finances. But that was the life of an adventurer. Very unstable. The only one who seemed eager to talk during the meal was Thromdurr, who recounted an amazing tale of sacrificing himself to save the others. As soon as he finished the story, he started it again from the beginning. Albiorix politely nodded through a second telling. Before having to listen to it a third time, Albiorix cut him off.

“So, ah, what brings you all back to Pighaven?” said Albiorix.

“It is a matter of some concern,” said Vela. “Please do not be alarmed, but—”

“June Westray is dead,” said Sorrowshade.

“What?” said Albiorix. His heart sank. The world reeled. He felt like he was going to be sick.

“Well, she’s probably dead,” said Sorrowshade. “We don’t actually know.”

“So say that then!” said Albiorix.

“Sorry,” said Sorrowshade, with a shrug. “If we assume she’s dead, then maybe we’ll be pleasantly surprised when she’s not?”

And so the adventurers told Albiorix of finding June Westray’s phone, along with several other Suburban items, in the unlikeliest of places—at a random merchant’s stall across the Western Ocean in the city of Far Draïz. Albiorix almost didn’t believe it until Vela plunked the phone down onto the table. His heart sank again, though not quite so far this time. It was definitely June’s.

“We do not quite know what it means,” said Vela, “though clearly someone, somehow has traveled to Suburbia. Someone has gone back inside our Homerooms & Hall Passes game. We hoped it might be you.”

“It wasn’t,” said Albiorix. “I meant what I said about Bríandalör and Suburbia not mixing.”

“You sure you haven’t been sneaking back there to see your girlfriend?” said Devis.

“Not my girlfriend!” cried Albiorix, a bit too loud. “I mean, er . . . did the merchant say where she got the items?”

“Apparently she imported them from a seller in Wharfharbor,” said Vela. “Not far from here.”

“This isn’t good,” said Albiorix. “It means my worst fears are founded.”

“Ooh, I love a good worst fear,” said Sorrowshade as she speared a boiled yam with her fork. “Do tell.”

“Ever since we got back from Suburbia, I’ve had a lingering worry in the back of my mind,” said Albiorix.

“That June doesn’t feel the same way?” said Devis. “Not going to lie, I did kind of get that vibe from her. I feel like she’d be into shorter men.”

“Well, maybe June’s dead and it’s a moot point,” said Sorrowshade.

“It’s not that!” said Albiorix. “When we defeated Azathor the Devourer and I asked him for his boon, I said, ‘All who are not of this place—be they demon, warlock, or adventurer—shall return from whence they came.’”

“Of course,” said Thromdurr. “Otherwise we would still be stuck inside our game and I never would have gotten to do my amazing hero death.”

“Right,” said Albiorix. “But I realized later that I worded it wrong. Demon, warlock, and adventurer included Azathor, Zazirak, and all of us. But it didn’t cover everything.”

“How so?” asked Vela.

“Well, I didn’t say ‘evil spellbooks,’” said Albiorix, burying his head in his hands. “So I’m pretty sure the Malonomicon is still in Suburbia. And I can’t help but think these two things are related.”

“Wish wording,” said Vela, shaking her head. “So important to an adventurer, but they do not teach it in school.”

“And that’s not all,” said Albiorix. “A month ago, all my Hall Master’s notes from our Homerooms & Hall Passes game were stolen.”

“What does it all mean?” said Vela.

“It means that until we get to the bottom of this, Suburbia is in danger,” said Albiorix, rising from the table. “Finish your yams. We leave for Wharfharbor tonight.”
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Characters need cash! Without it, they won’t be able to purchase necessary equipment like sneakers and noise-canceling headphones. In the Realm of Suburbia, you can’t just stroll down to your local dungeon and kill a few goblins to get your walking-around money. Luckily, Advanced Homerooms & Hall Passes features new employment options for player characters. As high schoolers, they can choose from such lucrative vocations as lifeguard, babysitter, dog walker, ice cream scooper, carnival game attendant, and more.

—Excerpt from The Advanced Hall Master’s Guide


IN THE SEEDIEST QUARTER of the exceptionally seedy city of Wharfharbor—between a burned-out tenement and a coffin maker’s store—there stood a little pawnshop called Wurt’s Wares. It was the kind of place where items were bought and sold with no questions asked and no reasons given. Retail was a tough business, but Wurt made it work. The desperate and the unlucky always ensured that his shelves got restocked.

Lately, though, the pawnshop owner had had a remarkable run of good fortune. Wurt had recently become the sole purveyor of items available nowhere else in Bríandalör. His source was a mysterious supplier, who came to his shop at odd hours with more inventory to sell.

At first Wurt stocked the shelves of his little shop with these wondrous new things: brightly colored clothing and strange gadgets and small glowing rectangles called “phones.” These usually stopped glowing for good after a day or so, but Wurt never mentioned that to the customers. It said No Refunds right there on the wall, so who could complain?

Business boomed. Eventually, though, Wurt found more profit in reselling these foreign goods to other merchants at a tremendous markup. Now he shipped them all over the land, and the gold kept piling up. A stroke of good fortune indeed.

Why had Wurt been chosen by this particular supplier? He didn’t know. He never asked, of course. But he suspected it was his natural discretion. For a pawn shop owner, keeping your mouth shut was a professional necessity.

The bell of the shop door jingled as the cloaked fellow entered. Right on time. He was older than a boy but younger than a man, and he had the daring look of an adventurer about him. Wurt’s Wares saw its fair share of adventurers, but they were mostly thieves, looking to discreetly offload valuables they had recently, er, obtained. This lad had a bit more panache than your average thief, though. He carried a rapier and a finely crafted lute and called himself Tybal. Wurt knew it was an alias. But who could blame the lad? Wurt wasn’t exactly his real name either.

“Well, well, well,” said Wurt. “What’ve you got for me this time, my boy?”

“Treasures beyond your wildest imagination,” said Tybal with a half smile. “The single greatest haul yet. I guarantee you will not be disappointed.”

Tybal flopped his floppy hair to one side and swung a heavy sack onto the counter. Wurt licked his lips as he waited to see what curiosities it might hold. Rich nobles all over Bríandalör paid top price for this lad’s rare foreign merchandise.

“Behold!” said Tybal, yanking the drawstring away with a flourish. The sack fell open to reveal a pile of bracelets. Wurt was confused, and honestly a bit disappointed. Bracelets didn’t quite have the exotic quality he’d come to expect from Tybal’s deliveries. But then he picked one up. On it was a tiny clockface, the size of a coin. The hands ticked the seconds away. Wurt gasped.

“By the gods,” said Wurt, “they’re amazing.”

“They’re called . . . watches,” said Tybal.

Just then the bell on the door of Wurt’s Wares jingled again. Wurt scowled. In his eagerness, he had forgotten to lock up and flip the sign from Open to Closed, as he usually did when Tybal paid him a visit.

“Go away,” said Wurt. “We’re closed.”

“Sorry to bother you, good sir,” said a girl clad all in armor, “but I am afraid your shop has something we’re looking for.”

Behind her stood four others, about the same age as Tybal himself. Adventurers, if Wurt had to guess.

“What’s that?” said Wurt. Perhaps he could offload a few “watches” immediately. Provided these five could pay the exorbitant price he had in mind.

“We’re looking for him,” said a grim-looking elf with a black bow
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