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      TWO YEARS AGO.

      A very pretty man in fake elf ears sweeps past me as I stand in line, and I can’t help but think I don’t belong here.

      So many other people in this line are dressed up in costumes, or wearing shirts from previous convention years. There are whole families in proud TowerCon shirts—even a baby, in a My First TowerCon onesie. Any given person here could probably rattle off the rules to Towers & Tyrants by heart. Heck, I bet the baby knows more about those funny-looking dice they use to play the game than I do.

      But my new roommate Emily insisted that I had to come with her to this convention, and I want to get along with her so badly. I’m just finishing the tail end of my degree in technical writing while working my butt off at a local coffee chain, and I still don’t have many friends in Dallas. Emily is gorgeous, outgoing, friendly—and absolutely obsessed with Towers & Tyrants. She says she wants to introduce me to her T&T group, but since they’re all seventh-level characters already, I’ve got to play a few rounds as a newbie at this convention before I join them. I figure a first-level game will be less intimidating for you to start, Emily told me.

      So here I am, surrounded by people ten times more thrilled to be here. It’s not that I think this is beneath me—in fact, it’s the exact opposite. I’m scared that I don’t belong here—that I’m trying to fool everyone at this convention into believing I can be a part of their hobby. I know it involves math, and lots of different dice, and multiple rulebooks… and maybe the truth is that I think it’s a little too smart for someone like me.

      The line moves forward, and I hurry to move with it. Em is supposed to get off work by noon. I’m supposed to get my badge before she shows up. Judging from the speed of the line, I’ll have a few hours to kill before she meets me... but I’m intimidated by the crowd, and I’m starting to think I might just slip away to grab a coffee until then.

      “You look terrified,” a man behind me observes. I turn in place, frowning... and my mouth goes dry.

      He’s a full head taller than I am, with messy black hair and warm brown eyes. He’s wearing a short-sleeved shirt that clings to his hard, muscled frame, with the words Gaming for Puppies printed across the front. I find myself wondering whether someone had to pour him into those tight, acid-washed jeans that cling to his long legs.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me. There’s something about his voice that makes my legs extra weak, even as I note the sincerity in his tone. He’s got a low baritone made for murmuring—the kind of voice that sinks into your bones and makes you vibrate pleasantly.

      Don’t think about vibrating! I think to myself, mortified. That is absolutely the last thing you should be thinking of right now. Whatever you do, do NOT talk about things that vibrate.

      I open my mouth… but all that comes out is a choked little noise.

      The friendly guy behind me frowns and reaches into his side bag, pulling out a fresh bottle of water and pushing it into my hands. “Here,” he offers. “Take this. Do you need to sit down somewhere? This crowd can be a bit much.”

      I take the bottled water dumbly. His warm fingers brush across mine, and I feel a jolt right down to my core. Good god, I’m hopelessly attracted to this man. And worse—he seems nice.

      “Next!” calls a voice behind me. I glance that way wildly and see that an attendant has split the line. I’m supposed to go up to one of the counters to buy my badge.

      “Hey, good timing,” says the guy that’s just melted my insides. “Come on, let’s get you sorted.” He smiles encouragingly at me and offers me a hand. “I’m Finn, by the way. I’m kind of a volunteer here.”

      I stare at his hand for an extra long second, before my brain catches up and tells me I’m supposed to take it. I curl my fingers around his, and the stress of the crowd does ease somewhat.

      “I’m... Olivia,” I manage finally, in a hoarse voice that makes me wince. “Nice to meet you, Finn. I’m sorry I’m such a mess. I really don’t know what I’m doing here.”

      Finn smiles at me again and tugs me gently toward the counter. “So you’re a first-timer!” he says. “Even better. I love introducing people to the con.”

      The volunteer behind the counter—Dave, according to his name tag—looks up at us as we approach. He’s probably a year or two younger than I am, but he hasn’t quite filled out yet, so he feels like a kid to me in comparison. Dave’s face brightens as he sees Finn. “Hey dude!” he says. “Always good to see you.” Dave settles his eyes on me next, and he grins. “Did you bring your girlfriend this year?”

      My face heats up instantly, and Finn coughs on a laugh. “I just met her two seconds ago,” he tells Dave. “She’s new to the con—I just wanted to make sure she didn’t get trampled.” Finn glances down at me with a rueful grin, and I instantly forgive any awkwardness from the exchange. “Did you need a badge, Olivia?” he asks.

      I press my lips together. “Um, yeah,” I say slowly. “I’m pretty sure this is where I get one?”

      “You’d be right,” Dave tells me cheerfully. “Did you want a pass just for today, or did you want a weekend pass?”

      My mind blanks. I don’t know the answer to that question. I know I’m supposed to find a beginner’s game to play with Em, but I don’t know when those actually happen. “Um,” I say again, embarrassed. “I really don’t know. There’s Towers & Tyrants games here, right?” Duh. I try not to smack myself in the face at the obviousness. TowerCon. “I mean beginner’s games,” I add hastily, hoping I haven’t just revealed my stupidity. “Like first-level games. Is there one of those this weekend? Which day would that be?”

      Dave grins past my shoulder. I realize he’s sharing a look with Finn, behind me.

      “Why yes,” Finn says, with humor in his voice. “We do have one of those.” He reaches past me and sets down a bill. “Get her a weekend badge, Dave? And I think you’ve got my badge behind the counter somewhere too, if you don’t mind.”

      I crane my head to look back at Finn, blinking. “Oh!” I say. “Oh man, you don’t have to do that—”

      Finn dazzles me with another of those heart-melting smiles. “I know I don’t have to,” he says. “Just think of it as encouragement to come back next year.”

      Dave rummages behind the counter and pulls out a blank badge for me. He hands me a sharpie to write my name on it. As I do, I catch sight of the pre-printed badge he hands to the man behind me. It’s a more official-looking badge than mine, with a different color around the border to make it stand out. Finn O’Roarke, it says in big text. Then, in smaller text beneath, it says: Celebrity Gamemaster.

      I frown to myself. I know, in very loose terms, that a gamemaster runs T&T games. I may not understand all of the details involved in that part, but I do know what the word celebrity means.

      “I’m running a first-level game in about fifteen minutes,” Finn tells me. “It’s technically full, but I think we can slip an extra player in at the table, if you want to join us.”

      I catch a whiff of his warm, earthy scent as he slides past me; a few of the excited people in line are less than squeaky clean, given the Texas heat, but if there’s any sweat on Finn, it’s the kind that makes me want to lick his skin.

      Stop that! I think hysterically. No vibrating and no skin-licking, for god’s sake. You’re going to scare this very nice, very hot man away from you in no time.

      Finn picks up my hand in his, blissfully unaware of my thoughts as he helps me through the crowd. “Do you have any idea of the sort of character you’d like to play?” he asks me conversationally, as we wind our way out of the press of people.

      “I have no idea,” I confess to him. “My roommate lent me her books, but I didn’t really know where to start. I think... is there some kind of knight I could play? Can women be knights in this game?”

      Finn smiles at that, as though I’ve just said something adorable. His brown eyes sparkle. “Anyone can be anything in this game,” he assures me. “And yeah—I think we can make you a knight. How do you feel about crusaders?”

      A silly grin splits across my face. It’s partially the company—it would be stupid to pretend I don’t like having this gorgeous man’s attention all to myself, even for just a few minutes. But part of it is the ease with which he says I can be a knight.

      I always wanted to swing a sword at someone.

      “I like where your head is at,” I tell him.

      FINN

      The adorable girl-next-door I found in line is named Olivia—and when I tell her she can play a knight, she lights up like I’ve just promised to make her a movie star.

      It’s a good thing I’ve got experience writing gaming books on the side. I only have about ten more minutes to explain the basics about Olivia’s starter character to her. It’s one I always have on hand—I wrote it myself, when I was putting together the lore for my favorite god from the official setting. First-Level Paladin of Luin is the generic name at the top of the sheet. The tenets of the god of beauty are listed in a small sidebar on the print-out. I explain to Olivia that this is the code of conduct by which her character behaves.

      “A wicked heart can never be beautiful,” Olivia reads out loud, as she pushes back a few loose strands of her mousy brown hair. She purses her lips in surprise. “I like that. It’s poetic.”

      I try not to look too flattered. I wrote all the tenets myself, after all. Almost anyone else at TowerCon would know that; but Olivia hasn’t even cracked a sourcebook, let alone any of the side supplements. “Luin is the god of art and beauty,” I tell her. “He was born very beautiful himself, but at some point in the lore, he was horribly scarred across his face. It made him change his idea of what beauty was, or ought to be.”

      “Imperfections are human, and therefore worthy of love,” Olivia reads out, as she continues down the list. She smiles at that. “Ah, I think I’m starting to get the gist. I like him. So, I’m playing one of Luin’s knightly servants?”

      “That’s right,” I tell her. “You’re mostly a fighter type, but you’ve got a handful of holy powers. As you get higher level, you’ll get more of those—but you’ll probably only hit level two by the end of this game.”

      Olivia was horrifically nervous when I first found her in line—but now that she’s holding this sheet in her hands, she just looks utterly thrilled. Her hazel eyes sparkle with that special excitement I only get to see in brand new players. I have to hold myself back from overwhelming her with all my favorite bits of lore. There’s so much written and unwritten setting development at this point that that kind of conversation could take days. Besides, I find myself a little curious to see how a brand new player might interpret this character, without a whole chapter’s worth of background to prepare her.

      “Do I just use my normal name?” Olivia asks me, as she looks down at the words First-Level Paladin of Luin. “Am I like... Sir Liv?”

      I chuckle at that. “No, no... I mean, not unless you really want to be called Sir Liv. A few people do use their real name, when they can’t come up with a different one in the moment.”

      Olivia stares down at the sheet, scrunching up her nose thoughtfully, and I get the strangest impulse to lean down and kiss the very tip of it.

      Woah, I think. That was... odd. I shake myself a bit and blink. I’m probably just running on too little sleep. My badge might say Celebrity Gamemaster, but gamewriting doesn’t pay the bills quite as well as my day job. I’ve been going to work nine to five during the week and staying up late prepping for the convention for a few nights in a row now.

      “How about Elsinore?” Olivia says. She looks up at me, clearly trying to gauge my approval. As though I’m going to tell her certain names are against the rules.

      “Dame Elsinore?” I suggest.

      Olivia brightens at that, and starts searching around for something to write with. I guide her over toward the gaming table where we’re supposed to begin and snatch her up a pencil from the center.

      “Hey guys,” I address the players already gathered there. “Sorry for cutting it close. I found a stray and decided to bring her home.” A few of the players chuckle obligingly on cue. “This is Olivia. It’s her first time at the convention, and her very first T&T game. I hope you all don’t mind if she joins us. I wanted to make sure she had a fantastic first time.”

      Er. That came out a little awkward, now that I replay the words in my head. But everyone at the table knows what I mean, and no one seems to have gone looking for any innuendo. Olivia blushes, but that’s probably just because she’s suddenly the center of attention.

      “Totally for it!” one of the guys at the table assures us both. “What are you playing, Olivia?”

      I grab her a chair, since we’re one short. Olivia settles into it with a bewildered smile at me, looking at the friendly faces around her. “I’m a paladin of Luin,” she says. “None of you have wicked hearts, do you?”

      One of the guys across from her—a blond in a nice black button-down—has to stifle a snicker. “Oh boy,” he says. “I’m playing a lawful evil character. I’ll try to keep it low-key, don’t worry.”

      Olivia raises an eyebrow at him. She glances down at the tenets on her sheet. “Wicked hearts may change, when offered beautiful words and beautiful actions,” she tells him stubbornly.

      I feel a sudden surge of irrational pride at that. “I think she’s catching on,” I observe. “This should be an interesting game, everyone.”
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      I love this game.

      Well, maybe it’s more appropriate to say: I love this character. I love this gamemaster. Finn is the one driving the story along. He sets every scene for us, painting atmosphere and little details and acting out the non-player characters we meet along the way. Every time we meet someone new, he changes his voice and affects a totally different attitude. At one point, he’s an old crone we meet along the road, who turns out to be a faerie in disguise. Later, he’s an arrogant priest of Urdal, the god of gold and mercenaries.

      The game is far more intricate than I’d been led to believe. We’re not just killing goblins; our party finds itself asked to take sides in a dispute between the local faeries that live in the woods and the nearby town that’s been cutting down their trees. I end up in an involved discussion with Luke, the player who warned me he was playing a lawful evil character. He makes a number of greedy, self-serving points, which I counter with my god’s tenets. We’re both having fun with it, and I can tell that Finn is enjoying it too, by the way he leans back in his chair and grins at us.

      “I really don’t care which side we take, as long as someone pays us,” Luke sighs at me in his character’s voice. “Tell me, Elsinore, does your god find 
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