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ORION IS DEAD... again.

Whether death comes from a stab wound, a bullet to the brain, or just plain dumb luck, he always comes back.

He is glad to have the opportunity because a princess in each life seems to be in trouble. Whether she's a nurse in the Vietnam War or medieval English royalty...

...Orion is determined to win her over.
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Chapter 1 

Hickinbottom's Bad Day
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Halder’s Burrow, Summer’s Somnolence

––––––––
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HENRY HICKINBOTTOM pondered the inconvenient fact that a dead body was face down in his vegetable garden. He had planned to unearth some potatoes and cut a few sprigs of rosemary for his wife, who was busy filling the family cauldron with stew, when he had noticed the unfortunate soul who had expired in between the endives and the fennel.

"Myrtle! Myrtle! Myrtle Hickinbottom! Get out here," he called to his wife. "Someone died in the garden."

She poked her voluptuous form out of the window and frowned at the scene. 

"Are you sure he's dead?" Myrtle asked. She was never the one to make assumptions about anything. The hero of the people, Lovantus, could be coming over for dinner, and Myrtle would ask whether he eats mutton.

"Of course, he's deceased!" Henry yelled. "He's face down in the endives!"

"He could be passed out—too much to drink. I warned you about that tavern. Too much ale and not enough women folk, no one to keep their husbands in line."

"There are plenty of women folk."

"Are there now?"

"So, I'm told. They are upstairs in the rooms."

"So, you have been making eyes with the tavern wenches!"

"No, no! Strictly playing cards with the fellas. I have never been upstairs."

"Good, because if I ever caught you..." She brandished a carving knife that glinted in the moonlight and made a chopping motion with the utensil.

"Could we just focus on the body at hand?" Henry yelped.

"I'm still not convinced he's dead."

"What am I supposed to do? It could have been the plague. Can't exactly check if he's breathing if he died of disease. Liable to give it to me. Then I'd be dead in the vegetable garden," Henry ranted.

"You can poke him with the rake."

"The rake?"

"Yeah. Just go do it. Supper is getting cold," Myrtle commanded and went back inside humming the same jaunty tune she always did when she cooked. Henry used to love the melody. Now, he saved his vegetable runs so he wouldn't have to be in the house while she made the racket.

"I suppose so. The rake will do nicely. It's always something. 'Henry, fix the hole in the roof. Henry, dig a new latrine pit. The old one is starting to stink.' Of course, it's going to stink. It's a latrine. I'd like to see her on dead body removal for once." Henry grumbled and stumbled toward the equipment shed in the dark. He was futzing with the lock when he heard a noise. It sounded like something heavy was being dragged.

He turned around, and the corpse stood right behind him. Other than the apparent mobility, the creature was definitely dead. It had straggly black hair, hollow eye sockets, rotted teeth, and maggots wriggling from its cheek. The beast hissed and gave out a rasp, "L-leeeee-leee-le."

"Well, spit it out," Henry said. "I don't have all night. I need to get rosemary for the missus. She'll have my head on the spit if I don't get her sprigs."

"L-leeeee. L-leeee," the thing rasped.

"Do you want some water? Help clear the thing in your throat?"

The creature nodded.

"Right, follow me."

A few minutes, several potatoes, and some sprigs of rosemary later, the unlikely pair sat at a table in the Hickinbottom's hovel. Their abode was the one-room constitutes the entire house variety decorated in the peasant chic style because they were very much peasants and not sheikhs. Mrs. Hickinbottom placed a tankard of water in front of their guest, then turned back to the stew pot.

The undead drank until the thing was empty. The liquid drained from holes in the creature's cheeks, throat, and chest as it gulped, but it still seemed satisfied, nonetheless.

"Now," Hickinbottom said. "What was it you were saying?"

The creature belched and said, "Thank you. Cleans out the old pipes. Haven't used them in a while, you see."

"That still doesn't explain why you go off dying in my vegetable patch," Henry grumbled.

Myrtle walloped her husband and said, "The poor thing probably doesn't know he's dead. It's not every day when someone rises from the grave like that."

"Oh no," the creature responded. "I know I've been dead for a long time now. Doing my master's bidding in the afterlife. Cursed to roam the land for eternity and all."

"See! He knew what he was doing! He targeted our vegetable patch! Did the Crankshaws summon you? I'm telling you. They've been jealous since day one. 'Where'd you get the seeds?' Mr. Crankshaw had said. What does it matter where? I got them, and this is my farm!"

"No, no, I am here to deliver a message from my master, LeDuke."

The name stopped Hickinbottom cold. The trouble with his neighbors, the tune his wife was always humming, even almost being caught about what he really did at the tavern, all seemed trivial now that a servant of the dark lord himself was in his house. He stammered. "I... uh..."

The creature cut him off and spoke. "LeDuke's armies will rise again."

The minion lunged across the table and raked its claws across Hickinbottom. The farmer cried out in fear while he was torn limb from limb. The creature cackled with glee, then paused for a moment. Mrs. Hickinbottom observed the murder of her husband with a rather bored expression on her face.

"Could you turn around or something?" The undead said. "It's hard to maim with you watching."

"It will be hard for Henry to deliver your message when he's dead," Mrs. Hickinbottom remarked.

"The dead body is the message."

"Seems a little vague to me. I could come in here and think wolf attack. How am I supposed to know it's from LeDuke?"

"I'll write in blood on the walls."

"Suppose a wolf really does come and licks the blood off the walls. I am merely saying that you didn't think this through."

"Fine, how would you do it if you were a creature of the night harbingering the return of your evil overlord?"

"No need to get snippy. I was only trying to help."

"I wasn't snippy."

"Could have fooled me. Apparently, you don't want my help. I do everything for this household, day in, day out, cooking all the meals, patching the clothes, sweeping. Thatched roofs aren't for those who don't like sweeping. Let me tell you, seems like there is a new coating of dirt just about every day!"

"Your toils will be over soon," the creature said, brandishing its fangs and claws at the mistress of the house. He leaned in to tear her throat when he was whacked on the side of the head with a giant metal spoon for stirring the cauldron.

"Oh no, you don't!" Myrtle said. "You are not biting anyone until you wash up that mouth. It's filthy and has blood all over it. I tell Henry that he keeps getting sick because he doesn't wash his hands after slaughtering the chickens, but does he listen? Oh no. Look, mister? You have a name?"

"Ralicuk."

"Mr. Ralicuk. If you want to proselytize the rise of your king—"

"Necromancer."

"Whatever, I'm just saying that what's a couple of dead peasants going to do for you? People kill us all the time. Barbarians sacked the village last week. The week before, some rotten sheriff ran most of us through looking for an outlaw who wasn't even here. The point is, a couple of people like us probably won't even make the town crier. If you really want to send a message, you've got to kill Lovantus or any of the heroes from the Battle of the Four Armies. Them are pretty tough folks, I reckon. People will be paying attention then."

"Lovantus, yes." The undead said, lost in thought. Without another word, he left the residence of the Hickinbottoms. Myrtle Hickinbottom surveyed the bloody pulp that was left of her husband and frowned. She yelled out the door at the creature receding into the night, "Not going to clean up after yourself, are you! Just eviscerate and go! Think this place just cleans itself?!"
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Chapter 2

Things to Do in Detention When You're Dead
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Beaverton High School, Mid-October

––––––––
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PETRA COULDN'T BELIEVE that Principal 'Snorkel' (Sokol) had seen through her scheme, well mostly. The part that could land her some prison time, he completely missed. The dweeb didn't know the difference between TikTok and text messaging, yet somehow figured out that she and her customers had been using 'Beavertown' (Beaverton) High School's Instagram page to send out coded messages to alert all the kids about the locations of the campus narcs.

The bust couldn’t have gone better for her considering the circumstances. The principal, who was not a pal, and his cronies burst into the gym and almost caught her selling weed to an underage kid. Sokol hadn’t seen the merchandise because the kid was quick to stash it and said Petra had caught him ditching school to play Magic the Gathering. He even had palmed a deck with his other hand. The kid got Saturday cleanup for skipping class. Petra, the upstanding teaching assistant, got to help  Mr. Jackhole (Jackson) with the delinquents on Saturday forced servitude. 

Sokol hadn’t realized that it was all part of Petra’s get out from the thumb of her mother scheme. She was twenty-two and failing most of her community college classes. She figured that she could use her age and her part time teaching assistant job to resell pot to teenagers that would get it laced with fentanyl otherwise. By her estimation, she was doing a public service.

One weekend day acting as a role model with Mr. Jackson was better than what could have happened, considering that she was the mastermind of the student hooliganism at Beaverton High in the first place. Her Instagram alert system was supposed to be her coup de grâce and earn her a ticket out of her mom’s house. It wasn’t like she had planned to sell pot her entire life. Just long enough to get her out of her crap job at her old high school that was given to her because the high school administrators rightly feared her mother. 

The Instagram scheme was a simple system. Ne'er-do-wells shared a post from the school’s profile about a particular location if they wanted to know about the movements of a teacher, cop, or the jerkwad students who would get them in trouble. Then friends in the know would like the post if the coast was clear and comment if it wasn't. If 'Baking' Aiden wanted to smoke weed under the bleachers, he could share a post about the gym and watch for comments.

It was almost too perfect. Sokol was happy because it looked like people were really engaged in their school. That was, until he realized that it was the derelicts who were the most active on social media. If it wasn't for that new, young, and good-looking history teacher, Mr. Jackson, Sokol would have gone on believing that people gave a crap about the school. Mr. Jackson had to come in and ruin all their fun by being even more active online than she was, and she had practically grown up with a smartphone clutched in her hand.

Her mom, Claire, pulled the Lexus up to the front of Beaverton High. The campus looked eerily quiet on a Saturday. It was like the apocalypse had happened and wiped out all the people but left the building intact.

"You have to make better choices, Petra," Claire said. “The next time you wreck the car, I’m not paying for it.”

"I’ll stop people from running red lights too..." Petra muttered.

"You shouldn’t have even been out in the first place! You have responsibilities now. You can’t keep acting like a teenager," her mother said.

There was no point in arguing. Her mother was a lawyer and a successful one, at that. However, Petra figured she inherited the proclivity to bend or break the rules whenever the situation called for it. Her mom always defended corporate interests when they wanted to pollute a river or screw over their employees. It was an incredibly unPortland profession, in this metro area that seemed to attract kombucha-drinking, sandal-wearing activists considered too hardcore for San Francisco.

The worst part about it was that her mom won more cases than she lost and was paid gobs of money to do so. Claire would say that it was to protect companies from frivolous lawsuits, but Petra sometimes saw the briefs. Real people suffered injuries or damages, and her mother safeguarded the people who did it.

Petra didn't want anything to do with it, thus her pink, purple and blue hair color choice. If the hair wasn't enough to send a statement to her mom, then her riot grrrl-inspired clothing themes should do the trick. She didn't leave the house unless she looked like she was about to be in a roller derby or the post-apocalypse.

She hopped from the car and slammed the door. She slung her backpack, emblazoned with a comical rabbit with its tongue sticking out and x's for eyes, over her back and trotted up to the front door. Strangely enough, it was the same one she had when she was a student at the school, now she had used it for her essentials.

A family sedan pulled up behind her mom, and 'Magic: The Dorkening' got out of his mommy's car. He was a thin, little Steve Urkel-type kid who had probably gotten his underpants hung on the flagpole at a summer camp on more than one occasion. If the kid hadn’t taken the heat for her, she would have ignored him entirely when he said, "Hey, Petra. Wait up."

She didn't turn, but just stopped in her tracks. He huffed his way up to her and said, "I can't believe we are here on a Saturday. I don't know if that's worse or that my mom grounded me for a month."

She didn't even turn her head. "You did me a solid, so I'm going to spell it out for you. There is no 'we'. I’m getting paid to be here, and you are a dork in your last year of hell. You’ll be much better off keeping your distance from me. Do yourself a favor and go play RPGs in the library or something."

"But I do play RPGs in the library."

Before she was forced to be mean, a car roared into view. It was a black Impala with gold trim and a set of speakers in the trunk that would incite rage in elderly people when it rattled their windows as it cruised down the street. The musclebound 'Jock' (Jack) 'McItch' (McDougal) and his girl toy Sissy Buttworth (Petra didn't make that one up) piled out of the car. They must have been caught on the day of the great Instagram reckoning. The janitor closet was apparently no longer a safe place to have premarital sex.

The final victim in the day that Instagram died was none other than 'Baking' Aiden himself, her favorite customer. The guy was a living stereotype. If the long hair and perpetually-worn Metallica T-shirt  weren't enough, the guy actually drove a VW minibus. The smell of pot wafted all the way to the front door of the school when he jumped out of his vehicle. 

If the police needed to fill their minor-in-possession quota for the day, all they needed to do was follow him around. She briefly contemplated asking what Aiden had done to join the ranks of the Saturday-damned but realized any conversation would invite Urkel to join in. She dialed up her perpetual scowl and went for the front door to the school. However, it was locked, and TAs weren’t important enough for a key.

Before she could figure out what that meant for the students assembling, another car pulled up. It was her dad, Barry. The prick was in his convertible with the top down, and his girlfriend, who Petra could have sworn was going to the same community college as her, was in the front seat. Petra's three-year-old was strapped in the back. She slung her backpack off and shoved it into Urkel's hands.

"Okay, I'll watch it for—" The kid's voice trailed off as she stomped over to her father.

"What the hell are you doing, Dad?!"

"Your mother didn't tell you?" Barry asked. "Bets and I are going to rent a cabin for the weekend."

"No, I'm talking about Jonathan!" She screamed and pointed to the kid in the back seat. "You don't drive with your top down with a kid in the back!"

Her father laughed. "What? He likes it!"

Petra scrambled to remove her son from the car seat. Even though she felt way too young to be the mother of a toddler, she sometimes felt more responsible than her own father. Her dad was an idiot with an idiot girlfriend who always tried to act like the cool mother despite being the same age as his daughter.

"He's a three-year-old boy. Little boys need to laugh," Beatty 'Stupidsalot' (Schneider) said, but Petra ignored her.

As soon as Jonathan was safely in her arms and the diaper bag slung over her shoulder, her dad revved the engine.

"You make sure you feed that boy properly and get him his nap. Got to go. Check-in's at 3," he said, before speeding off.

"I guess you're not picking us up afterwards." She added under her breath. "Whatever, dick."

"Dick!" Jonathan said and giggled like he had uttered the funniest thing ever.

"Don't you say that," Petra scolded her child.

"Dick! Dick! Dick!" Jonathan said over and over, laughing with glee.

"That's going to make Great-grandma Petra very sad. You don't want to make her sad, do you?" Petra said, as she brought her kid towards the door. If it weren't for her namesake grandma, Petra didn't know what she would have done when she had gotten pregnant. She was lucky that nothing seemed to stop the woman. She was a babysitting machine even at 85 and had practically raised Jonathan from birth.

The worst part about being a mother with no financial stability because the school system paid TAs like serfs toiling the land was that Petra's actual parents were useless at parenting. Her mom always had her laptop on and wouldn't notice if the climbing-obsessed toddler had scaled to the top of the fridge (which he had on more than one occasion). Her dad wasn't reliable either because he was more concerned with the things a college student should be concerned about, like partying and driving fast cars. That left Grandma Petra, who was happy to watch the kid when Petra went out with her friends. (Which didn't even involve any drugs or alcohol, even though she had masterminded the scheme that facilitated the buying and selling of it. Her outings were more to feel normal for an hour or two).

The bottom line was that even though Petra would sell a bag of weed here and there and give her middle finger to the authorities whenever she could, at the end of the day, she knew it wouldn't be forever. Her grandmother would be dead, and the only person in the world at that point who would give a crap about Jonathan would be herself. That was the thought that kept her up at night.

By the time she got up to the group assembled at the school's front door, they were already talking about going home for the day. Jack grabbed the door handle and attempted to muscle it open. When it wouldn't budge, he turned to the others and said, "Oh, well, fifteen-minute rule. Right?"

"I don't think that's a thing," Urkel ventured.

Sissy said, in her high-pitched nasally voice, "Come on, Jack. Let's go. We're missing the game."

Petra rolled her eyes and said, "Everyone, just chill out. You obviously don't know how this works. You cut Saturday detention, and that's two more Saturdays for you and maybe another for speaking out of turn. Just enjoy the fact that we get to spend it outside on the grass, because the clock is already ticking."

"That's right," Mr. Jackson said from the threshold of the school, startling all of them. He must have come from inside while they weren't paying attention. While the guy was a good-looking twenty-something with longish brown hair and thick hipster glasses, there was something off about him. He looked as if One Direction had to kick one of the members out of the band for being a serial killer.

Usually, Petra would be Hot for Teacher, but there was something a little too intense about his personality. Maybe it was the way he always seemed to be staring into the distance or how he'd sometimes seem to talk to someone who wasn't there when he was alone in his room. Regardless, he was disconcerting, at least to Petra. The dumb girls had a crush on him. She was so glad to be outta this place, well kinda. But at least she could quit the job when something better came along.

That didn't stop her from attempting to get out of her obligation.

"Mr. Jackson," she said, while he ushered them into the building, "as you can see, I could not secure daycare. Do you really need a TA for today?"

Mr. Jackson ignored her. He slammed the door behind them, and Sissy jumped. He strode forward, not even bothering to turn on the lights to the school and led them down a dark hallway. Nothing but emergency lighting illuminated the way.

"Maybe this is a good opportunity to teach your son about responsibility, Miss Zaslavsky," Mr. Jackson said over his shoulder.

Petra gave him the middle finger, and Jonathan did the same while shouting with excitement. The others laughed while she tried to get her son to perform some other hand gesture. Mr. Jackson didn't seem to notice or care. He brought them further into the building until he stopped at the basement stairs.

"Can't we just clean a classroom or something?" Sissy squealed. "There are spiders down there!"

"The custodial staff keeps this place quite clean and pest-free," Mr. Jackson said. "Now, I need you to help me with a little project. It will take an hour of your time, tops. Then you'll be free to go."

"But Principal Sokol said it would be six hours!" Urkel said, and Jack kicked him. Petra was pissed too. An hour of pay wasn’t even worth the gas. Not that she paid for her own gas or had driven her own car. However, something wasn’t right, and she’d be happy to leave as soon as possible.

"I know what the principal  said, but it's my prerogative to administer punishment as I see fit," Mr. Jackson said.

"What does this project involve?" Petra asked warily.

"Nothing," Mr. Jackson replied. "You'll just need to sit there."

"Dude!" 'Baking' Aiden exclaimed. "Sign me up!"

The others nodded in agreement. Petra didn't like it, but she didn't really have a choice. It was either go in a basement with a psycho teacher or spend the following Saturday with Coach 'Justice' (Justin). His detentions always involved toothbrushes and locker room floors, and the TAs always got stuck with bucket duty. At least there was safety in numbers. If Mr. 'Jack-off' pulled out a butcher knife, she could throw Urkel in the way and get to safety.

Mr. Jackson smiled in that weird staring-into-the-void way and said, "Don't worry. I'll be with you the whole time."

That was precisely why she was worried.

A half hour later, they were all sitting on wooden benches around something that could only be described as a three-dimensional piece of Celtic art, with crisscrossing metal ribbons weaving up to an apex where a crystal ball glowed like the moon. It looked like a mad scientist and a Wiccan had decided to create an apparatus that would make both Gandalf and Nikola Tesla proud. If 'Creepy McCreepson' hadn't been the artist, Petra would have found it to be beautiful. Instead, it was a little terrifying.

"What are we supposed to be doing, again?" Sissy asked, glancing into the darkness at their backs, as the only light source was the object.

"We wait," Mr. Jackson said, and smiled. Then in a moment of awkwardness, he began to hum. It was a melancholic song that sounded like the soundtrack an ancient evil would play while cruising for souls to devour. The students glanced at her, and she shrugged.

Jonathan tugged at her sleeve. Her son was getting bored with just sitting around and would want a snack any minute now. Petra hoped her dad packed some applesauce in the diaper bag or there would be hell to pay.

"Bro," 'Baking' Aiden said. "Can I go have a smoke?"

"You know you can't do that on campus," Mr. Jackson said.

"But I have a prescription!"

The globe at the top of the art sparked, and they all jumped back. Mr. Jackson said, "It's time!" He continued his Creep Folk Fest performance. This time, he sang words in a language Petra had never heard, and she watched a lot of Netflix with subtitles. It sounded like if Satan and Cthulhu decided to sing a terrible 80’s love duet. She could swear someone else was singing...

The crackling intensified, and a draft in the room turned into a breeze.

"I'm out," Petra said, and grabbed her son. She walked towards where she thought the door was. A thick gray mist had filled the room. Mr. Jackson grasped her arm. He belted out demonic lyrics, and the breeze turned into a gale. The sphere spewed sparks into the air.

Petra yanked her arm free and made her way through a vortex that engulfed the room.

"No!" Mr. Jackson yelled between breaths. There definitely was another voice. "The seating arrangement is important!"

The wind was full hurricane-force now, blowing everything around that wasn't nailed down. Mr. Jackson could barely take two steps toward her. Sissy held onto Jack with one hand and attempted to keep her skirt from flying up with the other. Urkel held onto the bench. 'Baking' Aiden giggled and said, "Whoa."

Petra could barely hold onto her son but attempted to muscle her way through the force. The gale was just shy of sweeping her off her feet. Mr. Jackson belted out the song’s crescendo.

The cyclone howled with intensity, and right at the peak, lightning shot from the crystal ball and zapped Jack and Sissy. Their eyes glazed over, and they slumped to the ground. The lightning came for Mr. Jackson next, and then Baking Aiden.

Petra held her son to her chest. Her son clapped and said, "Again! Again!"

Her legs were about to give out. Urkel was stuck on the bench. He managed to utter, "Please, help me."

"Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!" Petra said and turned back to get Urkel.

Jonathan grinned and spouted, "Shit! Shit!"

A bolt of lightning took out 'Magic the Dorkening,' and before she could turn away, one came for her and Jonathan next.
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Chapter 3

Toddler Axe Throwing Competitions and Other Hazards of Babysitting
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A Tavern, Who Knows

––––––––
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PETRA FELL INTO WHAT could only be described as a Dr. Who time tunnel, except that she was being pulled from end to end across an impossible distance. For a moment, she could feel herself in the basement of her high school, and her body felt like it stretched through a wormhole to a distant land. She had heard on a podcast with Neil deGrasse Tyson about a process called spaghettification where, if a person falls into a black hole, the front part of their body will stretch out longer than the back as they are ripped apart by the gravitational forces. The journey from one world to the next felt like she imagined falling into a black hole would feel, except without the pain.

Once the weird feeling had passed, she looked at her limbs. There was nothing wrong with her hands, if nothing wrong meant that they were smaller than usual and hairy on top. She realized there was something else odd about her body. She felt her breasts. They were about two sizes too big, and for that matter, she was wearing some medieval tunic and cloak. She even had daggers stashed away in just about every location where a person could conceal them. That's when she noticed the worst part.

She was barefoot and had large, hairy feet with gnarly toenails.

That's when a giant warrior with a broad chest and biceps that would rival an eighties action hero began to cry.

"Mama! Mama!" he wailed. Petra knew in that instant that even though the man was the size of a truck and had a battle axe slung over his shoulder that could probably fell a tree with one swipe, somewhere within that beefy man was her son.

"Jonathan!" she yelled, then realized that she was in a tavern at a renaissance festival.

There was a long wooden table with mugs of ale, goblets of mead, legs of mutton, and other remnants of an epic feast. She stumbled her way onto the tabletop and sent a brass tray of pork products flying off. She pushed past the other befuddled patrons to the beast of a man crying his eyes out.

She made it to the guy and realized that she was about half his size, maybe less. She reached for the warrior and held him. She whispered, "Mama's here! Mama's right here!"

The man said, in a deep voice, "Hug-a-mama. Hug-a-mama."

'Hug-a-mama' was what Jonathan would say to her when he wanted a hug. Somehow, he also knew that it was her. The cries of the man calmed to sniffles and a quivering lip. It stopped entirely as she held him and hummed Country Roads. It was a song her mom would always sing to her – back when she was a halfway decent mom, that is.

She looked at her body once again and realized that she was a hobbit-like  creature. A freaking hobbit, as if she had jumped right into the body of Samwise's hot hobbit wife from The Lord of the Rings. She looked up from the gargantuan barbarian who had become her son and noticed the others at the table staring at her. One was a woman with raven black hair and blue eyes like cracked crystal. She had a headdress and a blue and gold staff with a sun symbol at the top. Next to cult leader woman was a Black man with shining armor like Sir Lancelot's duds from some bad Arthurian movie Petra had seen as a kid. On the side of the table she had been on, there was an elf in red wizard robes and a dwarf with a crossbow slung over his back.

"I don't think I've ever seen this spell in DnD Beyond," the dwarf said.

"Urkel?" Petra asked.

"My name's Tim," the dwarf responded.

The elf snorted and, between mouthfuls of mutton, said, "Hah! Like Tiny Tim? Dude—you're a dwarf!"

That accounted for 'Baking' Aiden. That left Lancelot and Guinevere. She didn't have to think too hard to see who had jumped into the bodies of that power couple.

"I'm a chick!" the priestess yelled, as she fondled herself. "Holy crap! I'm a chick."

"Oh, my god!" Lancelot exclaimed. "How do you deal with that thing down there? It's getting in the way no matter which way I sit."

Lancelot shifted and attempted to find a comfortable position.

"Where's Mr. Jackson?" Petra asked, and Tim seemed to already be two steps ahead of her.

"Maybe he died in the wormhole or jumped into that pig carcass." The dwarf pointed to the porker on a tray of vegetables with an apple in its mouth.

The elf went for a rack of ribs next. "Dude. These king days have wicked food."

"Don't you mean medieval?" Tim said. "Where do you think we are? I'm guessing Dungeons and Dragons, Forgotten Realms."

"Whoa!" Jack said, as he reached into his robe. "I have a va—"

Sissy slapped his hand with her gauntleted wrist. "Don't you touch that!"

"What? It's part of my body."

"That's not your body!"

"So, whose bodies are these?" Petra asked.

Tim continued to muse, "This could be a tavern in Waterdeep, but is it before or after the fall of the gods?"

"Did you ever see Game of Thrones?" Aiden said. "This is like Game of Thrones."

Jonathan found a plate of potatoes. In the spirit of his favorite dinner time activity, he mashed the food. He smeared it everywhere, between shouts of laughter.

"Would everyone just shut up for a moment?" Petra yelled. Surprisingly, the group quieted down and gave her their full attention. "Look, we know Mr. Jackson cast some sort of spell."

"Like Harry Potter?" Jack asked.

"Yeah, like Harry Potter," Petra said, in the deadpan voice she only used for the dumbest of questions, and Jack grinned at the rest of the group like he got a gold medal. "The point is that whatever it was that got us here can probably get us back."

"What if we don't want to go back?" Tim said.

"Are you kidding me?!" Sissy pointed at her shiny metal crotch. "I can't live with one of these! It's sweaty and gross!"

"I'm just saying," Tim retorted, "we really are here. Don't you see? This is our one chance for an adventure of a lifetime. There might even be a princess that needs saving. We can—"

"I don't know what private hell back home you are avoiding," Petra snapped, "but I have a three-year-old trapped in Conan the Barbarian's body, and unlike the Incredible Hulk, he only gets angry at two things – missing his nap and not getting a snack! And there is a naptime coming up."

"I wasn't saying we stay here forever, just have a look around," Tim said, and shied away.

"Since we don't even know how we got here or how to get back," Petra said, "I think you'll get your wish. But we will just look around. We are not going to save any princesses, fight any highway bandits, defeat any evil wizards, and we will run the hell away from any ogres. Got it?! Reality check—each of us is carrying deadly weapons, and I don't think you know how to use a crossbow."

"How hard could it be?" Tim pulled the weapon from his back and promptly shot himself in the foot. He cried out in pain and clutched the wound. Petra swept ale and food off the table and cleared a spot while Jack and Aiden lifted the dwarf up.

Tim gripped his leg and howled.

"Oh, my god," Sissy yelled. "He's bleeding! I can't stand the sight of blood."

The woman in Lancelot's body hid behind the halfling. Petra yanked herself away and ran to stop Aiden, who pulled out the bolt. Tim winced and attempted to stanch the wound, which was now bleeding profusely.

"Don't do that," Petra slapped the bloody projectile away. "You never pull it out! Now it might never stop bleeding."

"You mean I'm going to die?" the dwarf bellowed. "I'm too young to die! I haven't even kissed a girl yet."

"There are better things in life than kissing a girl," Petra said. "Trust me. I've tried it."

"Whoa—" Jack said. "You kissed a girl?"

Sissy smacked him.

"What?"

"I know what you were thinking!" Sissy said.

"How do you know what I was thinking?"

Their exchange was interrupted by a resonant male voice. "Milords! Miladies!" A portly innkeeper with a thick red beard and a cockney accent came from the kitchen. "Can I help you with anything?"

They stepped in front of their wounded companion, and Petra responded, "Nothing, we were just talking about the days of yore."

"Yeah, dude, those yore days were pretty sweet," Aiden added.

Tim hissed in pain, and Petra put her hand over his mouth.

"Methought I heard the sound of a man shrieking as if wounded in battle," the innkeeper said.

"Nope. Nothing like that here. Just singing and drinking mead," Petra said.

"I'm wounded!" Tim yelled.

"Do you want to go to a medieval hospital?!" Petra whisper-yelled into his ear. "They have leeches! Leeches!"

The innkeeper glanced around the group attempting to hide their wounded companion and inspected the scene. He looked at the wound, then at the blood on his table, frowned, and then asked, "Begging your pardon, but why doesn't Lady Ameria perform a healing spell?"

Petra looked at her own halfling body and then at the woman inhabited by Jack. The lady wore a golden headdress that could only be described as fitting someone with a 24-hour hard-on for the sun. Her staff had the same symbol. It looked kind of like the Days Inn logo if the hotel chain were a cult. The blue robe also had enough golden stitching to put a 70's rock star to shame. In contrast, Petra's halfling body was wearing light chain armor, a green cloak, and had enough weapons and lockpicks stashed away to rob a bank. If anyone would be expected to cast a healing spell, it would be Jack.

"Lady America," Petra said, while grabbing Jack's hand.

"It's 'Ameria'," the innkeeper said. "There's no c."

"Whatever," Petra said. "What I'm saying is that she's had too much to drink and couldn't cast any healing spell right now. Isn't that right, Lady America?"

Jack stared blankly at the rest of them, and Petra nodded toward him. After a moment of his vacant expression, she jabbed him in the stomach. "Oh, yeah," Jack said. "I forgot I was a chick."

He then put on an act that sounded like a Monty Python cast member doing a woman's voice. "Oh, yes, tsk, tsk, this lady hath drunk too much. Maybe I can get some tea and crumpets."

"What the hell are you doing?" Petra said. "Use your normal voice! Do I sound like Petra now? No, I'm a freaking hobbit!"

"Oh, yeah," Jack said. "I do sound like a chick."

"Maybe I should fetch you all some energy bean brew," the innkeeper said. "Where is that serving wench? She better not be sleeping on the job again, or I'll have her out on the street!"

The innkeeper tromped out of the room. Before they could figure out what to do next, Jack said to Tim, "Bro, I think I can do this healing spell because I haven't had anything to drink!"

Petra rolled her eyes and said, "It was a lie to get him out of the room."

"No, seriously, I really think I can cast this spell. It's, like, in the back of my head. You know, like learning the choreography for Guys and Dolls when you were a kid because you were obsessed with it, and then figuring maybe you could bust it out during an audition even though you haven’t done it in ages...I mean, that is...if one were to audition. Football practice conflicts with rehearsal hours, so I wouldn't know. But it's kind of like that," Jack said.

Petra responded, "Maybe it's better if you show us, but if you start disrobing, I will cut you."

Jack tore off Tim’s footgear, grabbed a water pitcher from the table, and poured it over the wound.

Tim hissed and said, "Do you know how filthy the water was back in the  Middle Ages?!  They dumped their sewage in the street."

"Trust me, bro," Jack said, and the body he was inhabiting must have had a set of pipes because when he began to sing, it was angelic. "Waters cleanse, the sun shares its bounty, the pain washes away, away."

While he sang, the wound on Tim's foot healed. The skin wove itself together, and the blood drained away with the water. The process was so complete that there wasn't even a scar. It was like nothing had happened at all. Even Tim was shocked by the spellcasting and reached out to touch his own foot where the wound had been.

They all looked at each other, and Sissy said, "Babe, where did you learn to do that?"

"I don't know. It's like riding a bicycle. You can't explain how to do it. You just do it," Jack said.

Before they could tease the thought out further, the innkeeper burst back into the room.

However, instead of bringing a tray of energy bean brew, he was surrounded by a group of guards. They all had the same crest that was on the head of her son's axe. It was an ancient tree with a dragon and lion intertwined on its trunk. Petra realized that she had not been paying close attention to her son, and he had climbed to the top of a hutch that held all the dishes. The large, muscly man that her son inhabited croaked, "I need help! I need help!"

"You see," the innkeeper told the captain of the guard. "They've cast a feeblemind enchantment on our lord."

"Help! Help!" the burly man cried.

"Mommy is coming," Petra said, then realized that the cabinet was at least three times her height.

"Stop right there," the captain of the guard said in the Queen's English. He ordered one of his men to push Petra aside and help their liege.

The man went to the crying barbarian tucked away on the top of the cabinet and said, "Milord Lovantus. Allow me to assist!"

The guard reached for Jonathan, but her kid yelled, "No! No! Momma do it! Momma do it!"

The flailing of a three-year-old's tantrum in the body of a man who probably wrestled bulls into submission when gathering meat for the roast was a little more than the guard was prepared to handle. Jonathan whipped his hands in defiance and smacked the unwitting soldier upside the head. The force of the blow sent him toward the fireplace, and his face smashed into an ornamental rock that jutted at just the right angle. The guard rubbed his broken nose.

Jonathan cried, and Petra jumped to the cabinet and scrambled her way to the top. The captain of the guard got red-faced and yelled, "Sorcery! Sorcery! Kill the witch before she can poison our lord any further!"

The men pulled out their swords and inched their way towards Jack. He looked back and forth at the approaching threat and said, "What did I do?!"

"Return our Lord to his right state of mind, and I promise swift deaths for you and all of your friends," the captain of the guard snarled.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"You know full well, witch. We know your true master is the necromancer."

One of the guards whispered to another, "Told you so! Can't trust them magic users. You owe me an evening of ale."

"Not all wizards are evil," the other soldier said. "Just the other day, I met a fine fellow who offered to turn a piece of lead into gold, he did. I gave him a gold piece, and he gave me a lump of lead the size of my fist! It will turn into gold any day now, just you watch—"

"Shut up, you two!" the captain of the guard hissed, then turned back to Jack. "Relinquish our lord or face our steel."

The captain placed his sword against Jack's neck. The stress and fear of the situation triggered a response in each of them, allowing the innate skills of their possessed forms to take over. Sissy was the first to move. She pulled a gleaming blade with a bejeweled golden hilt from her scabbard. Quicker than she could even consider what to do with it, she knocked the captain's weapon out of his hand. 

Tim pulled a smaller mini crossbow loaded with two bolts and fired in quick succession, pinning the sword arms of two of the guards to the wall. Petra jumped from the cabinet with daggers in hand and sunk the blades into the shoulders of two others. Finally, Aiden spread his fingers out and sang Fuel by Metallica. Fire leaped from the fireplace and surged through his fingers toward the rest of the soldiers and the innkeeper. They scurried from the room to avoid being scorched. 

The captain of the guard glanced around at his fallen comrades and backed away.

Jonathan found the giant battle axe strapped to his back and was able to get it loose. He threw it up in the air, and it crashed to the ground, causing wood splinters to fly everywhere. He squealed with delight, jumped down to the floor and tossed the axe again. It landed a little too close to the captain's feet, and the man turned and ran from the room.

Jonathan giggled as he grabbed the weapon again, but Petra cut him off, "No, baby, we don't play with that."

"Mine!" Jonathan pouted, as his mom tried to pull the axe from the floor. It was too heavy
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